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Abstract 
This thesis examines relationships between home, work and migration for Vietnamese 
people in East London. It contributes to a growing body of work within geographies of 
home, as well as furthering research on mobility and the city in super-diverse contexts. 
The study draws upon semi-structured interviews with participants who have migrated 
from Vietnam to East London under diverse circumstances, including individuals who 
arrived as refugees after the Vietnam War and other people who have migrated for 
work or education in recent years. The research has also involved visual methods and 
ethnography in participants’ homes, workplaces and other urban spaces.  
The study situates home as a multi-scalar, material and imaginative concept, set 
of practices and emotions. It also highlights the translocal connections between home, 
work and urban dwelling in Vietnam and East London. Drawing upon participants’ 
personal stories, I examine their journeys of migration and experiences of arrival in 
East London, framing the empirical material within concepts of navigation and urban 
learning. Alongside a recognition of the role of the city within migrant experiences of 
home, I argue that participants re-shape the city through their everyday mobilities and 
practices of dwelling. The thesis examines connections between home and work in 
Vietnam, drawing upon understandings of the Vietnamese home as a site of connection 
to other places and between living relatives, ancestors and the spirit world. I also 
consider relationships between home and work in East London, exploring how work 
may contribute to a sense of home in the city. I highlight the significance of objects, 
spiritual beliefs and practices in reconfiguring home across transnational space.  
This thesis also addresses participants’ future homes and possibilities of return 
to Vietnam. Individual choices of mobility and settlement are situated within 
geopolitical dimensions of home and migration. I draw upon concepts of precarity and 
the geopolitics of home to argue that immigration statuses, transient work and housing 
are intertwined with personal experiences of home and can present a significant barrier 
to belonging in the city. Through its focus on individual experiences and practices of 
home, work and urban life among Vietnamese people in East London, this research 
makes a distinctive contribution to understanding home, work, migration and the city. 
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 Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
Vũ Thanh arrived in Britain in 1979 at the age of thirty-five, after leaving his home in 
Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), where he lived with his wife and three young 
children. In April 1975, at the culmination of a conflict that had lasted for over two 
decades, North Vietnamese soldiers took control of Saigon from the American-backed 
Southern government. A sense of panic ensued as thousands of people were evacuated 
and many more fled the country on small, unsafe boats. Vũ travelled to the harbour, 
where he struggled with the decision to stay or to leave. Despite the fear and chaos that 
dominated Saigon, Vietnam was still his home, where he had built a life with his family 
in the land of their ancestors.  
The journey to Britain was not Vũ’s first experience of migration. Like millions 
of other Vietnamese, Vũ had moved from North to South Vietnam following the 
division of the country into the Communist North and American-backed South. As a 
child, Vũ lived in a rural village with his parents and siblings in a traditional house with 
three rooms: a main room where people ate and socialised and two smaller rooms for 
sleeping. The focal point of every home was the family altar, where rice and incense 
were offered to the ancestors. 
Shortly after he moved to Saigon and began working as a schoolteacher, Vũ met 
a young woman called Bui and they were married in 1969. Six years later, Communist 
soldiers surrounded the city and thousands of Vietnamese people began to flee. Over 
the next three years, Vũ attempted to escape five times. Each time, he was forced to 
abandon his plans after being discovered by the authorities. Just before his fifth 
attempt, Vũ had been informed that he was likely to be arrested by the Communists. Vũ 
joined other refugees who left on small, unsafe fishing boats. After three or four days, 
the refugees were rescued by a ship and taken to Singapore, where they were placed in 
a camp with hundreds of other families. Vũ spent three long months in the camp before 
being re-settled in Britain. For newly arrived refugees, everyday tasks became major 
challenges. Vũ describes the powerful sense of dislocation that the refugees 
experienced at this time:  
It wasn’t the flurry of trying to get to an appointment on time, or stress from 
wondering what the new accommodation would be like. It was fear: fear of 
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getting lost and not being able to find our way. We had no bearings to help 
ground us. We weren’t at home (Vũ). 
After five years, Vũ was reunited with his wife and youngest daughter and they were 
offered a house in Hackney. In the early 1980s, Vũ founded An Viet, a charity that 
offers support to Vietnamese refugees. Most refugees had arrived speaking very little 
English, and finding work was difficult. Many people made a living in Hackney’s 
garment factories. Whilst making clothes was hard, low-paid work, it offered the 
refugees a means of making their own money. Vũ went on to help refugees who wanted 
to develop their own businesses, from which several Vietnamese restaurants were 
established in the area. 
Prior to the 2012 Olympics, Vũ submitted a plan to Hackney Borough council 
proposing to build a ‘Little Vietnam’ in the vicinity of the Olympic Park. He wanted to 
create an archetypal Vietnamese village in Hackney, where the community could come 
together for celebrations and cultural events. While Vũ’s dream is yet to be realised, 
this area of East London is home to a large and increasingly diverse Vietnamese 
community. Alongside those who came as refugees, Hackney is also inhabited by 
second- and third-generation Vietnamese and people who have migrated from Vietnam 
for work or education in more recent years. 
 
* * * * 
Minh left her home in Ho Chi Minh City in 2012 at the age of twenty-eight, when she 
moved to London to begin a Masters degree in Human Resources. A significant factor 
in Minh’s decision to study in London was the presence of her younger sister, who was 
already studying in the country. Their younger brother was also about to start an 
undergraduate degree in the city. Minh’s parents are academics at a university in Ho 
Chi Minh City, and the family live in a relatively large house on the outskirts of the 
city. Nevertheless, supporting three children to study overseas has been a significant 
financial and emotional investment. 
Minh aspired to come to London because of its international reputation for 
education and job opportunities, and also because she imagined the city as place of 
adventure and cultural diversity. Apart from some feelings of homesickness, living with 
her siblings meant that she felt curiosity and excitement rather than loneliness or 
isolation in her new environment. Minh had been unaware of the existence of 
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Vietnamese refugee communities in East London, only learning about their presence 
when she rented a room in Hackney from a Vietnamese landlord. Whilst she does not 
feel that she has much in common with those who left the country by boat, Minh enjoys 
visiting Vietnamese restaurants, buying Vietnamese food and taking part in local 
community events. 
Vietnam has undergone significant political and economic change since the 
post-war period. While problems of poverty and inequality remain, many people have 
been able to take advantage of its rapidly developing economy. My research draws 
upon the individual narratives of Vietnamese people in East London who have 
migrated over different time periods from the end of the Vietnam conflict to the 
present. Participants include individuals who arrived in East London as refugees 
alongside others who have migrated for education or work in more recent years. The 
diversity of participants’ migration experiences is prominent within this thesis. 
However, my research also reveals how Vietnamese refugees and migrants are 
connected in a range of different ways, including through shared cultural practices, 
work and housing arrangements. The stories of Vũ and Minh (two of the participants 
who contribute to this research) not only reflect the diversity of migration experiences 
within London’s Vietnamese population, but also encapsulate broader connections 
between home, work and the city. My research draws upon the individual narratives of 
Vietnamese people who live and/or work in East London to explore the complex inter-
relationships between home, work and migration within this particular urban location.  
Research contexts 
This research makes a distinctive contribution to understandings of home as a material, 
imaginative and emotional space as well as a physical location (Blunt and Dowling 
2006). It also contributes to scholarship that considers home to exist at multiple scales, 
including the domestic, the urban, the local and the transnational (Blunt and Bonnerjee 
2013, Brickell and Datta 2011). This study also furthers inter-disciplinary scholarship 
on migration. Since its emergence in the 1990s, the concept of transnationalism has 
become a widely used framework for theorising the ways in which relationships and 
practices are reconfigured by mobility (Conradson and Latham 2005). However, 
accounts of migration as a linear movement from one nation to another have since been 
regarded as insufficient in describing the diversity of transnational flows, practices and 
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migrants’ relationships with their countries of origin (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007, 
Vertovec 2007). In response to these critiques, scholars have prioritised migrants’ 
everyday practices in the city (Smith 2001, 2005). Other research has explored aspects 
of cosmopolitan citizenship and encounter in the context of urban super-diversity (Nava 
2006, Sandercock 2003, Vertovec 2007, Wessendorf 2013). Recent scholarship has 
called attention to the spatiality and materiality of the city within migrants’ practices, 
mobilities and attachments (Çağlar and Glick Schiller 2011).  
Alongside this increasingly grounded approach to migration, a growing body of 
research explores how home is reconfigured by and through mobility (Al-Ali and Koser 
2002, Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt and Dowling 2006). This work not only 
explores the ways in which migrants maintain or recreate a sense of home or continuity 
in a new location, but also addresses broader questions about what home is, and where 
and when it might be located (Blunt and Dowling 2006: 197). Topics within this 
framework include objects and practices that contribute to migrant home-making 
(Walsh 2006b), the importance of visual cultures in remembering and recreating home 
in diaspora (Tolia-Kelly 2004) and the significance of food in relation to home, 
migration and identity (Burrell 2014b, Law 2001, Petridou 2011). Recent research 
focuses on the significance of the city as home, rather than the nation as homeland, 
among diasporic communities (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt et al. 2013a). 
Intersections between migration and the city have also been examined through a focus 
on work, including studies of migrant labour and structural inequalities in the global 
city (May et al. 2007, Wills et al. 2010) and migrants’ everyday practices and 
mobilities between home, work and the city (Datta 2011, Knowles 2014). However, the 
majority of these existing studies tend to focus primarily on home (including domestic 
interiors and possessions or a wider sense of belonging), employment or urban 
navigation and mobility. My research contributes to geographies of home, migration 
and urban studies through its focus on the inter-relationships between home, work and 
the city for Vietnamese migrants in East London.  
The second significant contribution of my research is its attention to 
geopolitical aspects of home and their relationship to home-making practices and 
feelings of belonging. Whilst it is becoming increasingly accepted that home cannot be 
separated from wider structures of power, recent scholarship calls for in-depth 
engagement with geopolitical dimensions of home (Brickell 2012b). Such research 
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recognises that home may be experienced as a place of exclusion rather than one of 
belonging, particularly among migrants, refugees and other marginalised groups 
(Brickell 2012b, Kabachnik et al. 2010). My research contributes to this literature by 
examining how immigration policies, transient work and housing arrangements 
influence migrants’ capacities to create a home and the extent to which they can 
develop a sense of belonging in the city. The study investigates the ways in which 
migrants navigate, encounter and come to know the city through work, dwelling and 
everyday mobilities. It also retains a focus on the structural conditions and power 
relations that are intertwined with migrants’ experiences of home, work and the city. 
Research questions 
The broad aim of this research is to examine the relationships between home, work and 
migration for Vietnamese people who now live and/or work in East London. In order to 
address this aim, the research seeks to answer the following questions: 
• What are the relationships between home, work and migration for Vietnamese 
people in East London? 
• What is the role of work (within and beyond the domestic sphere) in enabling 
Vietnamese people to feel at home within East London and/or the wider city? 
• How does work within and beyond the home impact upon domestic life? What 
is the influence of migration upon work within the home? 
• What are the practices, objects and ideas that may contribute to a sense of home 
or belonging within the individual dwelling, in the local neighbourhood, the 
wider city, to particular nations or across transnational space? 
• How are individuals’ senses of home or belonging maintained, adapted and re-
shaped over time and transnational space? 
 
The first two of these questions relate to connections between home and work and the 
ways in which these relationships influence participants’ experiences of home in the 
city. They encompass definitions of work as an economically productive activity and 
work that contributes to the maintenance of the household and care for the family 
(Hamlett and Hoskins 2011). This deliberately broad definition enables the research to 
consider work that takes place within and beyond the home, as well as to explore how 
participants themselves define work. These questions also reflect the multiple 
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attachments that may be formed within the locality, neighbourhood and wider city. The 
third question addresses the influence of work upon family relationships, the ways in 
which practices of work may have changed in response to migration, and gendered 
aspects of work within and beyond the home. My research also explores the influence 
of different forms of work upon participants’ senses of home, belonging and identity.  
The third and fourth questions speak to the multiple ways in which individuals 
may experience home and how their senses of home may travel and change over space 
and time. The questions encompass spatial and temporal dimensions of home, 
exploring how participants’ senses of home are related to life course transitions as well 
as to processes of migration. The term ‘belonging’ is distinguished from home to 
reflect a difference between attachments to a community or affiliation with a particular 
identity and home as a lived space (Walsh 2006). This distinction allows for an 
understanding of home-making practices and the significance of domestic possessions, 
as well as broader emotional and imaginative aspects of belonging. The final question 
captures the multiple scales at which home may be experienced, including the personal, 
the local, the transnational and the global.  
Vietnamese communities in East London 
This research is based upon in-depth qualitative research with men and women from a 
range of ages and backgrounds, all of whom were born in Vietnam and now live and/or 
work in East London (defined in this study to include the boroughs of Hackney, 
Newham and Tower Hamlets). Alongside repeated semi-structured interviews, the 
study has also used visual methods to examine material, emotional and imaginative 
dimensions of home, work and the city, including photography within participants’ 
homes and the study of particular domestic objects that are significant to them.  
East London is a location that has been shaped by the migration and settlement 
of a diverse range of communities. The Vietnamese, however, have been largely 
overlooked within accounts of migration to the ‘East End’, many of which focus on 
Jewish, Irish and Bangladeshi communities and migration from Commonwealth 
countries (Kershen 2005, Eade et al. 2002, Dench et. al 2006, Hamnett and Butler 
2011). The relative invisibility of the Vietnamese has also been noted in the UK more 
widely (Sims 2007). The 2011 census documented 29,459 people living in England and 
Wales who were born in Vietnam, of whom 15,337 live in Greater London. Vietnamese 
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communities are geographically dispersed around the East and South East of the city, 
with 1,504 people recorded in the borough of Hackney, 1,109 in Tower Hamlets, 1,824 
in Lewisham and 1,796 in Southwark (ONS 2015). However, these figures do not 
include people whose immigration status is irregular.1 The official totals are also 
markedly lower than the 55,000 Vietnamese in the UK estimated by community 
organisations (Sims 2007: i).  
While the census figures suggest a relatively dispersed population, Hackney is 
commonly regarded as a central location for Vietnamese communities in London. 
Evidence of the visibility of the Vietnamese in Hackney can be seen in the large 
number of Vietnamese restaurants, shops and nail salons, as well as the presence of 
Vietnamese communities on local authority housing estates, many of whom arrived as 
refugees. Whilst not all of the Vietnamese people who visit or work in the businesses 
live in Hackney, many of my participants consider it to be the cultural centre of 
London’s Vietnamese community2. Vietnamese communities can also be said to 
contribute to the accelerating diversification of migration that has been described as 
‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec 2007). This definition encompasses not only the increasing 
number of different ethnic groups within the city, but also the socio-cultural diversity 
and stratification of legal status, occupation and class within them. Alongside those 
who came as refugees, the Vietnamese population includes people who have migrated 
for work or education in more recent years. London’s Vietnamese population is also 
diverse in terms of ethnicity, political affiliation and religious practice, including 
followers of Buddhism, Catholicism and ancestor veneration. 
Thesis outline 
Conceptually, my research begins from the concept of home as a ‘spatial imaginary’: a 
definition that understands home not only as a physical location, but also as a site of 
emotions, memories and imaginings that is intertwined with power relations (Blunt and 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1! The! term! ‘irregular’! is! sometimes!used! interchangeably!with! ‘undocumented’! or! ‘illegal’! to! refer! to!
migrants!who!enter!and/or!remain!in!a!country!without!relevant!documents!authorising!them!to!do!so.!
The!word!‘irregular’!is!generally!preferred!by!migration!scholars,!as!it!avoids!suggestions!of!criminality!
and! reflects! the! complexities! of! immigration! status! (see! Vollmer! 2011).! In! this! thesis,! the! term!
‘irregular’!is!used!unless!citing!another!academic!source!or!interview!quotation.!
2!Whilst!the!term!‘community’!is!widely!used!to!refer!to!groups!that!share!a!particular!national,!ethnic!
or!linguistic!heritage,!its!use!is!problematic!as!it!may!obscure!the!heterogeneity!and!diversity!within!a!
migrant!group!(Delanty!2010,!Pratt!1998).!I!engage!critically!with!the!idea!of!a!‘Vietnamese!community’!
in!the!next!chapter.!
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Dowling 2006). The study builds upon literature that recognises the multiple sites and 
spaces in which home can be found and the different scales at which it is located. This 
entails reaching beyond binary divisions between mobility and dwelling to explore the 
complex intersections between home, work, migration and the city (Blunt and 
Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt and Sheringham 2015, Brickell and Datta 2011). My research 
makes a distinctive contribution to geographies of home, migration and the city by 
bringing together material, emotional and imaginative dimensions of home and 
belonging with geopolitical perspectives on migration, work and urban mobility. This 
conceptual framework underlines the influence of power relations and political 
structures on migrants’ experiences of home whilst attending to individual agency and 
the practices through which migrants navigate, work and inhabit the city, often in 
transient and precarious circumstances. I draw upon concepts of precarity (Butler 2004, 
Fantone 2007, Lewis et al. 2015) alongside geographies of home and migration to 
examine the work and housing conditions experienced by participants with temporary 
or irregular migration status. I argue that migrants’ relationships with home are 
inseparable from the wider power relations determining whether they can legally 
remain in the UK.  
In addition to geographies of home and migration, my research also contributes 
to literature on Vietnamese concepts of home, including scholarship on the Vietnamese 
home (nhà) as intertwined with other places and persons, including living relatives, 
ancestors and the spirit world (McAllister 2012). I extend these understandings of the 
Vietnamese home as a site of connection, theorising the multi-scalar relationships 
between participants’ past and present homes and connections between homes and 
cities in London and Vietnam.  
This study provides an in-depth exploration of home, work and migration 
among individuals from a range of backgrounds, all of whom were born in Vietnam. 
Unlike studies that focus on the settlement of Vietnamese refugees (Robinson 1998, 
Thomas 1999, Tomlins et al. 2002), or on the second generation of Vietnamese in the 
UK (Barber 2015), my research explores the experiences of first generation migrants 
who have migrated over a range of time periods and in diverse circumstances. It 
therefore provides a cross-generational approach to the study of home, work, migration 
and urban belonging whilst examining the heterogeneous diversity within the 
Vietnamese population. In a context of escalating refugee crises and increasing border 
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regulation, discussions of migration are frequently polarised between ideas of migrant 
workers as a source of flexible labour and portrayals of migrants as a threat to national 
security (Messina 2015, Ruhs and Anderson 2010). My research challenges such binary 
views, attending instead to the complex intersections between spatial, socio-economic 
and personal aspects of migration, home and work in contexts of urban mobility.  
The first part of this thesis outlines the main theoretical positions that inform the 
conceptual framework of the study. I discuss how my research contributes to 
geographies of home, migration and urban studies, providing a framework to theorise 
connections between home, work and migration for Vietnamese people in East London. 
I then provide a rationale for the qualitative approach adopted within the research, 
discussing the challenges of combining narrative, visual and material culture 
perspectives on home, work and the city in contexts of mobility. I discuss the 
collaborative dimensions of the project, which has been undertaken in partnership with 
the Geffrye Museum of the Home. I reflect upon the ways in which this relationship 
has influenced the research, drawing upon broader debates surrounding collaboration 
between academic and cultural institutions. 
The first empirical chapter of the thesis examines participants’ experiences of 
departure from Vietnam and arrival in East London, highlighting the diversity of their 
migration trajectories and providing a background to the personal and geopolitical 
factors that influenced their decisions. Following their arrival in East London, 
participants’ first encounters with and in the city are explored. Their individual 
narratives are framed within concepts of navigation, skill and urban learning in order to 
theorise connections between mobility and dwelling in the city. I also draw upon the 
frameworks of cosmopolitanism, translocality and super-diversity in examining 
participants’ encounters with other people and places in East London and the wider 
city. Alongside recognition of the significance of the city in their experiences and ideas 
of home, I argue that participants re-make the city through their everyday mobilities, 
interactions and practices of dwelling.  
The following chapter explores relationships between home, work and the city 
in the contexts of Vietnam and East London. Drawing on participants’ narratives and 
images of home and urban life in Vietnam, I examine the Vietnamese home as a site of 
connection to other homes and sites in the wider city, as well as between living 
relatives, ancestors and the spirit world. The chapter then considers relationships 
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between home and work in East London and their translocal connections to the wider 
city and to Vietnam. I examine the diverse forms of work undertaken within and 
beyond the home and the extent to which home, work and the city are connected or 
disconnected for participants. I draw upon literature on the city as a site of home within 
diaspora, considering the extent to which work might enable participants to feel a sense 
of home in the city. This chapter also highlights the roles of objects, practices and 
technologies within the transitional experience of migration. I demonstrate how 
possessions and spiritual practices can help to recreate a sense of home, but also take 
on new meanings in the process of mobility.  
 The third empirical chapter addresses participants’ narratives of future homes 
and possibilities of return to Vietnam. It is situated within wider theoretical debates 
surrounding return migration in relation to home, identity and belonging as well as 
specific concepts of home, homeland and return within Vietnam. The chapter examines 
the ways in which migrants’ choices of mobility and settlement are interwoven with 
wider geopolitical structures, highlighting the impacts of changing immigration policies 
and their associated rhetoric upon participants’ senses of home, belonging and identity. 
I argue that while some migrants may be comfortable with locating home in more than 
one place, the precarious nature of their immigration status, work and housing presents 
a major threat to the possibility of belonging.  
The final chapter of the thesis outlines the overall conclusions of the study, 
discussing the research findings in relation to the original questions and aims. It 
considers the conceptual and methodological contributions of the research, including 
the value of bringing together material, practiced, emotional and geopolitical 
dimensions of home, work and migration in the context of the city. I highlight the 
significance of focusing on the individual narratives of first-generation migrants from a 
range of ages and migration circumstances, connecting them with broader themes of 
home, migration, belonging and the city. Finally, I discuss the implications of the study 
for current migration and refugee policy and suggest directions for future research.  
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Chapter 2 
Conceptualising relationships between home, work, migration and the city 
This research begins from the concept of home as a spatial, embodied, imagined and 
symbolic site and process that is experienced at multiple scales, including within a 
dwelling, in relation to neighbourhoods, cities and nations and across transnational 
space (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Whilst there exist large bodies of research on 
transnational migration, migrant livelihoods and cosmopolitan encounters in the city, as 
well as an expanding body of research relating to home, few studies have examined the 
inter-relationships between these broad themes (though research by Blunt and 
Sheringham 2015 and Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013 explores the city as home in contexts 
of migration). East London has a long history as a site of migration, settlement and 
cultural diversity, and has been widely studied in academic research (Butler and 
Dickens 2015, Eade et al. 2002, Hamnett and Butler 2011, Newland 2008) and popular 
discourse (Marriott 2011, Sinclair 2011; 2009). In contrast to the large body of work on 
migration to East London among a diverse range of migrant populations, Vietnamese 
communities in London have received little scholarly attention.  
In focusing on Vietnamese migrants in East London, however, my research 
does not seek to prioritise or reify the significance of ethnicity, neither do I assume that 
the Vietnamese necessarily constitute a ‘community’ in an unproblematic sense. 
Instead, my research situates Vietnamese migrants within the increasing ‘super-
diversity’ that characterises East London and the city as a whole (Vertovec 2007). It 
focuses on individual experiences of home, work and mobility between East London 
and Vietnam, examining the material, embodied and emotional connections between 
home, work and the city as well as translocal relationships between Vietnam and East 
London.  
My research also engages with critiques of ‘methodological nationalism’, in 
which transnational communities are viewed as being connected by a common national 
identity (Glick Schiller and Cağlar 2009). It responds to calls from scholars to attend to 
relationships between mobility and dwelling rather than reinforcing artificial 
boundaries between migration and settlement, the local and the transnational (Blunt and 
Bonnerjee 2013, Datta 2011, Pratt 2004). It builds upon the recognition that migrants’ 
everyday lives are local and emplaced as well as transnational, and acknowledges that 
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the city may be a more significant site of home than the nation for some diasporic 
communities (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013: 224). In addition to emphasising relationships 
between movement and dwelling in the everyday lives of transnational migrants, this 
thesis also builds upon understandings of home not only as a dwelling or spatial 
location, but also as a set of experiences and emotions that are continually recreated 
through the practices of those who inhabit it (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Pilkey et al. 
2015). Home is therefore conceptualised as an ongoing process rather than a fixed 
location or state of being. However, in addition to emphasising the ways in which home 
is made and re-made by individuals, this research also recognises the ways in which 
home is shaped by wider power relations (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Brickell 2014; 
2012b). It extends recent work that reveals the ways in which external forces enter the 
intimate space of the home, but also emphasises the home as a site from which power 
and resistance are mobilised (Brickell 2012b, Burrell 2014a). Specifically, this research 
demonstrates how migrants’ access to housing and wider senses of home are 
intertwined with, and often contingent upon, their immigration status. In light of the 
growing emphasis upon the multi-faceted, contingent and processual nature of home, 
and drawing upon scholarship that connects mobility and urban dwelling, this thesis 
examines home, work and migration among the relatively under-researched population 
of Vietnamese migrants in East London.  
This chapter is divided into four sections, each examining one of the broad 
theoretical frameworks that are drawn upon throughout the thesis. It begins with an 
analysis of inter-disciplinary perspectives on home, including the recognition of 
relationships between home and homeland, home and work and the emergence of 
critical geographies of home (Blunt 2005, Blunt and Dowling 2006, Brickell and Datta 
2011, Hamlett and Hoskins 2011). The second section engages with some of the key 
conceptual debates within migration and transnational studies, exploring how this 
literature has theorised transnational homes and practices of home-making among 
diasporic communities (Al-Ali and Koser 2002, Burrell 2014b, Conradson and Latham 
2005, Salih 2002, Tolia-Kelly 2004, Walsh 2006a, Walsh 2006b). I also discuss the 
significance of theorising how power operates in, through and from the home (Brickell 
2012b), drawing upon geopolitical perspectives to examine the impact of immigration 
policies and discourses upon migrants’ experiences of home and belonging.  
 
!
!
20!
!
The next part of the chapter discusses my research in relation to a range of 
theoretical approaches surrounding the city, with a particular focus on the processes 
through which London and other global cities have been shaped by migration. I argue 
that frameworks emphasising migrants’ experiences of inhabiting, navigating and 
belonging in the city are particularly relevant to my research, drawing upon ideas of 
urban learning, navigation and encounter in contexts of super-diversity (McFarlane 
2011, Knowles 2014, Vertovec 2007, Wessendorf 2013).  
Alongside its background in geographies of home, migration and the city, my 
research also draws upon meanings and practices of home, work and the city in 
Vietnam and the ways in which they are reconfigured through migration. My research 
brings Vietnamese concepts of home, work and the city into dialogue with broader 
relationships between these themes, including ideas of the Vietnamese home as a site of 
connection between living relatives and ancestors and the ways in which the home is 
connected to other sites and spaces in the city and worlds beyond (DiGregorio and 
Salemink 2007, Jellema 2007a, McAllister 2012). Finally, the chapter situates the focus 
of my research on Vietnamese migration to the East End of London, addressing the 
particular history of Vietnamese settlement in East London and the ways in which the 
East End has been shaped by migration and diaspora.  
In addition to examining relationships between home, migration and the city, 
my research also explores the role of work and its connection to migrants’ practices of 
mobility and urban dwelling, as well as the ways in which work may enable senses of 
home. The theme of work runs throughout this chapter, including through literature that 
attends to the home as a place of paid and unpaid work, as well as research on migrant 
livelihoods and the migration of domestic workers. In bringing together perspectives 
from geographies of home, migration and urban studies with literature on Vietnamese 
concepts of home, this chapter establishes a framework for examining the spatial, 
embodied, geopolitical and emotional connections between home, work and migration 
for Vietnamese migrants in East London. 
 
Home and homeland 
 
Writing on the relationship between space and place, Tuan (1977) evocatively 
describes the multiple scales at which home can be experienced: 
 
!
!
21!
!
Place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to one and long for the 
other. There is no place like home. What is home? It is the old homestead, 
the old neighbourhood, hometown, or motherland (Tuan 1977: 3). 
Tuan’s description highlights the uniqueness of home as a focus for simultaneous 
attachments to family, land and nation, as a material dwelling and an emotional 
relationship. Tuan (1977) emphasises that home is often considered in relation to a 
temporal past: the ‘old homestead’ and neighbourhood are remembered with nostalgia 
as places of comfort and safety. At times, people yearn for the freedom of the world 
beyond the home, but its familiar security makes home a place to which they long to 
return. My research, however, contributes to a body of scholarship that questions these 
ingrained, often taken-for-granted ideas about home as a place of nurture or private 
refuge from the external world. This study understands home as a spatial location and 
an emotional experience that exists at multiple scales, including in relation to a 
dwelling, neighbourhood, region, nation and across transnational space (Blunt and 
Dowling 2006). While this definition of home reveals some parallels with Tuan’s 
humanistic perspective, critical geographers draw attention to the ways in which home 
may not be a place of security and comfort. For many people, home is associated with 
insecurity, violence and isolation, and may be a site of conflict, displacement or 
oppression (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Brickell 2012b). My research also recognises that 
home often exists within experiences of mobility, and that an individual may feel a 
sense of home within multiple contexts (Al-Ali and Koser 2002, Blunt and Dowling 
2006). These feelings of home may be facilitated by everyday home-making practices, 
objects and forms of communication, making it possible to feel at home in conditions 
of movement or migration. 
In contrast with much of Tuan’s writing on home, my research also understands 
home as being intertwined with wider power relations, socio-economic and political 
forces (Burrell 2014a, Brickell 2012b). It is now well established that, for many people, 
home is not regarded as separate from work; indeed, home is often a place of work in 
itself (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Hamlett and Hoskins 2011). The home is a site of the 
unpaid, often invisible work of maintaining a household and caring for family 
members, as well as diverse forms of paid work that are performed within or from the 
home. Building upon these multi-faceted understandings, my research examines 
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relationships between home and work for Vietnamese people who now live and/or 
work in East London. 
The topic of home is an expanding area of research that spans multiple 
disciplines across the humanities and social sciences. This diversity of academic 
interest is reflected in the numerous diverse ways in which home has been theorised, 
including as a site of identity, and a process in which home and its inhabitants 
transform each other (Dovey 1985, Mallett 2004, Miller 2001). Within housing studies, 
home has been broadly understood in terms of its role as a source of shelter, with its 
economic, social and policy-related aspects being emphasised (Forrest and Murie 
1992). However, geographies of home have moved beyond a focus on housing as a 
route to conceptualising home, arguing that a house may not always be experienced as 
a ‘home’, and that home may be located and established beyond the house (Blunt and 
Dowling 2006: 10).  
Heidegger’s (1971) opposition between building and dwelling challenged the 
idea that home exists solely as a physical structure, offering an understanding of 
dwelling as a form of Being in the world (Heidegger 1971, Martinez 2014). Heidegger 
defined dwelling in terms of a state of being cared for and protected, regarding it as an 
essential part of human existence (Heidegger 1971). Within the concept of Heimat, 
home was understood as a place that enables a state of dwelling, in which people can 
rest, take care of themselves and others and feel a sense of belonging (Martinez 2014: 
36). Whilst Heidegger discussed the importance of building, some scholars argue that 
the home is built as part of a journey towards this wider concept of dwelling (Martinez 
2014: 38). The concept of Heimat also reaches beyond the individual dwelling, 
encompassing ideas of the nation as a homeland. Attachment to the homeland is a 
sentiment that is widely found in cultures across the world and often involves 
descriptions of the land or nation as a ‘mother’ or ‘father’ providing nourishment and 
safety to the people (Malkki 1992, Tuan 1977). Attachments to the homeland are 
frequently evoked through ideas of permanence and rootedness in the ‘native soil’ in 
which an individual’s identity is situated within the lineage of their ancestors (Malkki 
1992). However, concepts of Heimat also emphasise a sense of ownership and 
territoriality over the land that depends upon the exclusion of or triumph over others 
(Tuan 1977: 156). Heimat has been described as an ‘imagined community’ rather than 
an actually existing place; a device that signifies a sense of familiarity, security and 
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identity and can be mobilised for particular political causes (Anderson 1991, 
Hobsbawm 1990). Several scholars note the reactionary risks of place-based identity 
politics, which are often grounded in ideas of origins, blood, boundaries and prejudice 
against those who are defined as outsiders (Kaplan 2003, Malkki 1992, Morley 2000). 
Walters (2004) proposes the concept of ‘domopolitics’ to describe the ways in which 
states govern political spaces as home. Domopolitics mobilises ideas of the nation as 
‘homeland’: a site of belonging, familiarity and security in which ‘we belong naturally, 
and where, by definition, others do not’ (Walters 2004: 241). 
Relationships between home and homeland are highly relevant to the themes of 
my research. They articulate the multiple meanings and scales of home, as well as the 
powerful impact of migration upon broader ideas of home and where or when it is 
located. Ideas of the ancestral homeland as being at the centre of the universe are also 
important within Vietnamese concepts of home, family and nation (Jellema 2007b). 
These principles are closely associated with religious and spiritual practice, including 
rituals of care for deceased ancestors and gods who are believed to protect the home, 
village or city (McAllister 2012). Similar ideas can be found in a range of cultures, in 
which the home is regarded as the link between the spiritual and the domestic, 
connecting the individual in space with their living relatives, and in time through 
connections with their ancestors (Tuan 1977). My research examines Vietnamese ideas 
of home (nhà) and homeland (quê hương), exploring the overlapping dimensions of 
dwelling, family and homeland and how participants’ attachments to home are affected 
by migration. However, my research also draws upon perspectives that critique ideas of 
the nation as homeland among diasporic communities (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013). I 
explore the ways in which migrants may feel a sense of home in relation to the city as 
well as to the household, neighbourhood, region or nation.  
Heidegger argued that in order to understand what it means to be at home, we 
must first experience the contrast between the homely (heimlich) and unhomely 
(unheimlich). The idea of the unhomely has also been described in terms of the 
‘uncanny’, and can refer to experiences of strangeness and unfamiliarity that disrupt the 
usually familiar, intimate idea of home (Lipman 2014). However, Martinez (2014) 
notes that, in Heidegger’s analysis, ‘the foreign and the return to home are inseparable, 
as the foreign contains within itself the promise of return’ (Martinez 2014: 38). 
Connections between dwelling and journeying, the homely and unhomely are 
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particularly relevant to relationships between home and migration. Several studies 
emphasise how the concept of home becomes an important symbol for people who 
migrate, but also how processes of migration lead to new understandings of home (Al-
Ali and Koser 2002, Blunt and Dowling 2006, Martinez 2014). Other literature 
emphasises the dialectical relationship between leaving and returning in the context of 
Vietnamese migration (Jellema 2007b). While Vietnamese people are called to return 
to the ‘original homeland’ in order to venerate their ancestors, these returns are 
accepted as occasional and temporary, and regarded as being compatible with mobility 
and separation (Jellema 2007b).  
More broadly, relationships between the homely and the unhomely also relate to 
distinctions between public and private, the home and the world, both of which are 
disrupted by migration. In a re-working of the concept of unheimlich, Bhabha (1994) 
draws upon ideas of liminality, arguing that the in-between position of the migrant and 
the transitional experience of migration destabilise the taken-for-granted categories of 
public and private. In a discussion of relationships between home and work for 
immigrant women in Barcelona, Nair (2015) draws upon Bhabha’s engagement with 
liminality and unheimlich alongside Arendt’s work on the potential for everyday 
actions to contribute to broader social change and the empowerment of the 
marginalised. Nair argues that the everyday presence of migrants disrupts the 
apparently clear-cut categories of the home and the world: 
The liminal signals an in-between space, one where discrete categories 
become confused, where the private and the public, the home and the world 
lose their specificities in favour of shifting and contingent spaces of 
uncertainty – precisely, the premises upon which the deterritorialized 
engage in a politics of empowerment. This is apparent, not so much in 
terms of a formalized politics of struggle or in terms of large-scale 
revolutionary actions, but rather in terms of the everyday strategies and 
mobilities engaged in as acts of survival (Nair 2015). 
My research contributes to this literature through its focus on the significance of 
migrants’ everyday practices and mobilities as actions that have the potential to re-
shape the city and to challenge fixed boundaries between home and work, mobility and 
dwelling.  
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Morley argues that among people who are mobile, senses of home may not be 
easily ‘fixed’ in geographical place (2000: 40). Several scholars have studied home in 
the context of increasing migration and mobility, demonstrating how individuals and 
communities are able to maintain transnational relationships through the circulation of 
money, commodities, information and people (Brickell and Datta 2011, Madianou and 
Miller 2012, Smith 2001, Vertovec 2004). This indicates the ways in which migration 
is re-mapping ideas of home, so that it no longer represents one fixed place, but a 
community that is dispersed across multiple places (Morley 2000). For some mobile 
individuals, the mobile phone or Internet may be more significant elements of home 
than physical dwellings or places (Morley 2000: 45). 
In order to enable a focus on participants’ everyday practices and emotional 
attachments to home, my research draws upon literature that examines the roles of 
objects and images within experiences of home, belonging and urban mobility (Burrell 
2014b, Datta 2012, Parrott 2014). In adopting these perspectives, my research aims to 
explore participants’ embodied experiences of home-making in contexts of mobility 
and the objects that may engender a sense of familiarity, continuity, home or belonging. 
An increased emphasis on domestic material culture reflects a growing interest in 
materiality within several disciplines. Scholars of material culture argue that a focus on 
the material home enables the agency of objects as well as persons to be explored 
(Miller 2001). Material culture perspectives also draw attention to the ways in which 
homes and domestic objects embody and express values, relationships and identities 
(Hurdley 2006, Miller 2001; 2008, Parrott 2014). Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-
Halton (1981) describe the household as a place in which people have a degree of 
control over their things, enabling the construction and expression of the self. Hurdley 
(2006) proposes that as they narrate stories about the objects in their home, people are 
also ‘telling stories about themselves, as moral beings with histories and beliefs, who 
are both socialised and individuated’ (2006: 729). Recent studies demonstrate how 
artefacts can take on new meanings in the process of movement, but also how objects 
and images mediate people’s emotional experiences of mobility (Burrell 2014b, Svašek 
2014, Tolia-Kelly 2004). Drawing upon these connections between objects, emotions 
and identities, my research explores participants’ emotional relationships with objects 
and their significance within experiences of home and migration.  
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However, I also wish to explore how objects and images may articulate multi-
scalar relationships between home, work and the city in contexts of mobility. In a study 
of home-making and ‘unmaking’ among residents on a street in Leicester, Burrell 
(2014a) examines how domestic objects reveal connections between the home and the 
external world. Burrell (2014a: 150) argues that the ways in which people talk about 
and organise their domestic possessions reveal how external socio-economic forces 
reach into the seemingly ‘private’ space of the home. Burrell’s research highlights the 
impact of precarity on home-making and unmaking processes and the significance of 
objects and spaces in people’s attempts to keep ‘outside forces’ out of the home 
(2014a: 152). Such research emphasises the permeability of boundaries between the 
home and the wider world. Drawing upon this perspective, my research explores the 
material, sensory and emotional dimensions of domestic objects and images in contexts 
of mobility, but also examines how the home and the wider world constitute one 
another. 
 
Home and work 
In addition to examining the spatial, material and emotional significance of home, my 
research builds upon literature that challenges views of home as a place ‘to which one 
withdraws and from which one enters forth’ (Tuan 1971: 189). Humanist concepts of 
home have been said to project an artificial separation between the private ‘sanctuary’ 
of home and the public sphere of political and economic processes. These ideals of 
home have also been criticised for their lack of attention to the conflicts and power 
inequalities that exist within homes. Manzo (2003: 50) calls for recognition of the full 
range of emotions and experiences that influence people’s relationships with place, 
acknowledging that home may be a place of violence or insecurity rather than one of 
love and care. Critical feminist scholars have argued for a reframing of domestic labour 
as reproductive labour, enabling a new understanding of economic relations within 
which domestic work is included (Mitchell et al. 2003, Young 1981). As growing 
numbers of women have entered paid work outside the home, feminist scholars have 
argued that women face a ‘dual burden’ of paid work and domestic responsibilities 
(Bradley 1999, Hochschild 1989). Building on these perspectives, scholars of home 
have highlighted the intertwined nature of home and work, interrogating the idea of 
separate ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres (Blunt and Dowling 2006, England 2010). 
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Exploring links between home and work demonstrates that ideas of public and private, 
home and work are constructed and experienced through particular social, historical 
and geographical conditions (Santos 2015). In a special issue of the journal Home 
Cultures on home and work, Hamlett and Hoskins (2011: 111) offer a definition of 
work as ‘encompassing both economically productive activity…and the less 
immediately quantifiable household work that supports the material and social well-
being of a household’. This description highlights the often fluid boundaries of work, 
particularly that which is performed within the home. Research on the theme of home-
work has focused on paid and unpaid work undertaken in the home within a range of 
contexts, including cleaning, food preparation, administrative tasks and childcare 
(England 2010, Oberhauser 1995).  
Other scholarship has focused on home and work in terms of the boundaries 
between them (Moore 2009, Nippert-Eng 1995, Sturges 2012, Warhurst et al. 2008). 
Much of this work is situated within sociological and organisational studies, and 
examines the objects and practices through which people maintain and negotiate 
boundaries between the domains of work and home, which is often framed in terms of 
family life (Ashforth 2000, Santos 2015, Warhurst et al. 2008). Nippert-Eng (1995) 
notes the importance of everyday objects such as calendars, clothing and keys in 
maintaining boundaries between home and work, proposing that the ‘boundary work’ 
involved in maintaining these realms also relates to concepts of the self and identity 
(Nippert-Eng 1995: 36). Other research frames these relationships in terms of ‘work-
life balance’, often focusing on the tensions and conflicts that can occur as a result of 
‘spillover’ between work and home life (Ashforth 2000, Ekinsmyth 2014, Warhurst et 
al. 2008). In a recent study, Hurdley (2015) draws upon ethnographic research on a 
university campus to examine the practices and objects that are involved in everyday 
acts of home-making and intimacy in the workplace. However, amongst the current 
literature on home and work, few studies examine the possibilities of feeling a sense of 
home or belonging through work, particularly for migrant workers, whose work 
experiences are often framed within a focus on precarity, livelihoods and coping 
strategies or within the domain of ‘highly skilled’ migration (Beaverstock 2005, Favell 
2008, Lewis et al. 2015, Ryan and Mulholland 2014, Wills et al. 2010). My research 
responds to this under-developed area in the home-work literature in its comprehensive 
focus on inter-relationships between home, work, mobility and the city among 
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Vietnamese migrants in East London. It explores the multiple forms of paid and unpaid 
work that are performed within participants’ homes and how these forms of work have 
been reconfigured through migration, tracing the particular histories of work among 
Vietnamese communities in East London. The research also addresses relationships 
between spaces and practices of work within the home and beyond, examining how 
work may enable migrants to feel a sense of home, identity or belonging in the city. 
Moreover, my research examines the multiple forms of physical and emotional work 
that are involved in (re)making home in East London and the wider city, further 
contributing to scholarship that challenges conceptual boundaries between work and 
home.  
My research also attends to the ways in which home is constructed and 
experienced through intersecting relations of race, class and gender. Black feminist 
writers have critiqued ideals of home as a private sphere, arguing that such associations 
reflect the concerns of white, western, middle-class feminists (Collins 1991, hooks 
1991). In articulating the intersections between gender, race and class that structure 
experiences of home, several feminist writers have engaged with Minnie Bruce Pratt’s 
essay, entitled ‘Identity: Skin Blood Heart’ (1984). Pratt recalls her white, middle-class 
childhood in the American South, her experience of coming out as a lesbian in North 
Carolina, and the urban neighbourhood of Washington DC where she lived with her 
Jewish partner. According to Martin and Mohanty (1986), Pratt’s essay reveals how the 
sense of security that she experienced in childhood was intertwined with the exclusion 
of black and lower-class white people who performed the invisible work of maintaining 
that ‘home’. This recognition evoked an unsettling feeling of ‘not being home’, in 
which ‘home was an illusion of coherence and safety based on the exclusion of specific 
histories of oppression and resistance, the repression of differences even within 
oneself’ (Martin and Mohanty 1986: 195-6). Several feminist writers have emphasised 
the oppressive security of home for women, leading some to reject the idea of home 
itself. However, other feminists have argued that home can have value as a space of 
resistance and identity (Young 1997). Bell hooks (1991) proposes that home can be a 
site of resistance to oppression and a space which supports the exploration of identities: 
At times home is nowhere. At times one knows only extreme estrangement 
and alienation. Then home is no longer just one place. It is locations. Home 
is that place which enables and promotes varied and ever-changing 
 
!
!
29!
!
perspectives, a place where one discovers new ways of seeing reality, 
frontiers of difference (hooks 1991: 148). 
Drawing upon hooks’ analysis, Iris Marion Young (1997: 155) offers a feminist vision 
of home in which home-making activities are defined as acts of ‘preservation’ through 
which home and its objects are given meaning and identities are supported (Young 
1997: 155). Young argues against a complete rejection of home, calling instead for the 
values of home as a site of security, privacy and identity to be accessible to everyone 
(1997: 159). 
The idea of home as a site of multiple identities that is inseparable from wider 
power relations has been influential in the development of a critical geography of home 
(Blunt and Dowling 2006). Drawing upon critical perspectives on home, migration and 
the city, my research problematises distinctions between the public and private, the 
local and the global and ideas of mobility and dwelling. It also explores the potential of 
work, both within and beyond the home, in enabling migrants to feel a sense of home 
and belonging in the city. The next section of this chapter addresses how my research 
draws upon and extends research on migration, transnationality and translocal 
connections between dwelling and mobility. 
Migration and transnational studies 
In addition to geographies of home, the current study also draws upon a range of 
theoretical approaches to migration and mobility. Following its emergence during the 
1990s, the concept of transnationalism became widely acknowledged as a useful 
framework for theorising the processes that are associated with migration, with a 
particular focus on the ways in which relationships and practices are reconfigured by 
mobility (Conradson and Latham 2005). Whilst research on transnationalism was 
initially focused on migration flows to the US (Kearney 1991, Basch et al. 1994), its 
use has broadened to explore how economic, social and cultural practices and 
communities are formed and transformed across transnational space (Glick Schiller 
2004, Ley 2004, Portes 1996, Smith 2001). Transnationalism was viewed as closely 
related to the impact of globalisation upon economic and socio-cultural contexts, 
facilitating new relationships and practices that required new research perspectives 
(Basch et al. 1994, Hannerz 1996, Portes 1996, Smith 2001). Migration scholars have 
since examined the ways in which places are linked through financial remittances 
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(Vertovec 1999, Datta et al. 2007b), as well as transnational social and political 
relationships and ideas of citizenship (Levitt 2001, Bermudez 2010). More recent 
research has examined the role of technologies of travel and communication in the 
maintenance of transnational networks and communities (King O’Riain 2015, Vertovec 
2004).  
Alongside the proliferation of theories of transnationalism, an emphasis on 
movement within a range of disciplines led to the emergence of a ‘new mobilities 
paradigm,’ in which social relationships were produced through the movement of 
people, objects and information (Urry 2007: 48). However, the increasing focus upon 
flows, networks and mobilities led scholars to criticise notions of ‘deterritorialised’ 
neighbourhoods and identities (Appadurai 1996). Subsequent research has sought to 
counter celebratory descriptions of ‘borderless worlds’ through a focus on everyday 
aspects of globalised mobility, including relationships, friendships, social and cultural 
practices and routine activities (Conradson and Latham 2005, Ley 2004, Yeoh and 
Willis 2005a, Beaverstock 2005). Other scholars have emphasised the uneven impact of 
gender, race, age and class upon how transnationalism is experienced (Datta et al. 2009, 
McIlwaine 2010, Yeoh and Willis 2005b). Pratt (2004: 122) argues that ideas of the 
‘postnational nomad’ reinforce gendered and racialised concepts of power, obscuring 
the importance of the local and domestic. Pratt proposes that, for migrant workers, 
finding a home is a ‘political act’, and that the loss of home is equal to the loss of full 
humanity (2004: 115).  
Other researchers have critiqued the relegation of space to the role of ‘passive 
backdrop’ rather than a crucial element in the formation of transnational practices and 
relationships (Jackson et al. 2004). Proposing the concept of ‘transnational social 
spaces’, Faist (2000) calls for a renewed focus on the social meaning of the spaces that 
transnational communities inhabit and move between, and how these spaces become 
meaningful to them (see also Jackson et al 2004, Pries 1999). Recent research focuses 
on the significance of the city as a site of home for diasporic communities (Blunt et al. 
2013a, Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013). Blunt and Bonnerjee (2013) develop the concept of 
‘diaspora cities’ to explore the significance of the city, rather than the nation, as a site 
of home, attachment and belonging for people in diaspora. This perspective highlights 
the role of the city within migrant experience and moves beyond binary distinctions 
between mobility and dwelling. Building on understandings of the city as a potential 
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site of home, my research explores how participants form attachments to particular 
areas or within the city as a whole, and also examines multi-scalar connections between 
cities in Vietnam and the city of London.  
Several geographers have discussed the relevance of translocal perspectives in 
overcoming dichotomies between migration and dwelling (Anjaria and McFarlane 
2011, Brickell and Datta 2011, McFarlane 2011). Datta (2011: 74) understands 
translocality as ‘a process that “situates” diverse spaces and practices within different 
locales,’ arguing that migrants’ senses of belonging are not only experienced across 
national boundaries, but are negotiated through ‘local-local attachments’. This 
recognition of the complex interrelations between local and transnational senses of 
home is important to understanding how participants in this research discuss home and 
belonging. I draw upon concepts of translocality in interpreting the multi-scalar 
connections that are formed between East London and Vietnam through participants’ 
everyday mobilities and practices of dwelling. 
Glick Schiller and Çağlar (2009: 184) offer a critical perspective on ‘the 
persistence of the ethnic lens’ within migration studies, in which ‘migrants from a 
particular nation state or region are assumed to constitute an ethnic group before their 
identity, actions, social relations and beliefs are studied’. This critique is of particular 
relevance to the current research, which focuses on Vietnamese migrants in East 
London. In contexts of urban superdiversity in which cities are inhabited by 
increasingly heterogeneous, stratified and mobile populations, a number of scholars 
argue that urban studies should move beyond a focus on the experiences of particular 
ethnic groups, viewing such approaches as potentially reifying the importance of 
ethnicity and overlooking the complex networks within which migrants are embedded 
(Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009, Vertovec 2007). My research involves Vietnamese 
migrants from a range of backgrounds, including those who arrived as refugees and 
others who chose to come to London for education or career opportunities. 
Nevertheless, alongside the internal diversity within the study, ethnicity has emerged as 
being significant to participants themselves, particularly in relation to home-making 
and questions of belonging in the city. Participants discuss a number of practices, 
values and traditions that are viewed as being part of their identity as ‘Vietnamese’, 
many of which are felt to be important in creating a sense of home and belonging in 
London. The significance of their Vietnamese identity is not always experienced as 
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positive, and in some cases is discussed as a barrier to forming connections with other 
people and places in the city. This research therefore highlights the specificity of 
experiences of migration, home and urban belonging within particular migrant groups 
and recognises the ways in which ethnicity is experienced as important by participants, 
whilst acknowledging the complex and heterogeneous contexts within which their 
identities are situated.  
Furthermore, I argue that openness to the significance of ethnicity for 
participants is not synonymous with its reification, nor does it entail the assumption 
that all home-making activities are oriented towards ‘being Vietnamese’. By examining 
experiences of home, work and the city among Vietnamese people of diverse migration 
backgrounds, my research enables in-depth knowledge of relationships between home, 
work and migration in a super-diverse urban context. The study is interested in how this 
aspect of identity intersects with the diverse domestic and urban spaces that migrants 
inhabit and move between. The current research also emphasises the significance of the 
city as a site of home, work and potential belonging for migrants, as well as considering 
the sites of home to which they are connected across transnational space. Through its 
examination of how participants navigate and inhabit the urban environment, my 
research situates their experiences within the ‘heterogeneous social fabric of the city’ 
(Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009: 178) rather than treating the city as a ‘backdrop’ to 
social life.  
Participants in this study include individuals who have migrated from Vietnam 
to London for undergraduate or postgraduate education. Previous research has 
identified close relationships between the pursuit of an overseas education and various 
forms of economic, social and cultural capital (Waters 2009, Naidoo 2007, Findlay et 
al. 2012, Leung 2013). Focusing on Asian contexts, Waters (2009) proposes that the 
‘scarcity value’ associated with an international education transforms the cultural 
capital gained from studying abroad into economic capital. A degree from an overseas 
university has become an important strategy for students to distinguish themselves from 
others when seeking employment in competitive job markets (Waters 2009, see also 
Findlay et al. 2012). Whilst several studies emphasise the economic factors involved in 
student mobility, other research has examined the influence of an international 
education upon students’ identities and relationships (Fincher 2011, Bagnoli 2009). 
Recent research explores the importance of place within student mobility. Fincher and 
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Shaw (2009) reveal the ‘unintended segregation’ of transnational students in 
Melbourne, noting the restrictive influence of accommodation that is marketed only to 
international students, as well as policies that encourage ‘local’ and international 
students to socialise separately rather than together.  
Beech (2015) explores students’ ‘imaginative geographies’ of the UK, 
examining how their expectations of living and studying in Britain are challenged by 
the realities of their new environment. This work emphasises the importance of place in 
student experiences, and calls attention to factors beyond the economic in international 
student mobility. My research contributes to this body of scholarship through its focus 
on participants’ imaginings of London and the reality of their encounters with and in 
the city. It also advances research on student mobility by highlighting the challenges 
experienced by international students from outside the European Union (EU), who are 
increasingly affected by the tightening of immigration policies and are vulnerable to 
precarious working and living conditions. The narratives of participants in this study 
reveal the uncertainty that is part of the migration experience for many people, 
particularly as they move between ‘student’ and ‘migrant’ statuses. The next section of 
this chapter considers relationships between home and transnational migration, with a 
particular focus on diasporic experiences of home. 
Home, Migration and Diaspora 
An expanding body of work focuses on relationships between migration and home, 
problematising the idea that home is rooted in a particular place and considering the 
ways in which home is reconfigured through mobility (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Al-Ali 
and Koser 2002, Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013). Research has considered the diversity of 
relationships between home and ‘homeland’ for migrant and diasporic communities, 
the study of home-making practices across transnational space, and the continued 
political relevance of home for migrants and refugees (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Walsh 
2006b, Brickell 2012a). Ahmed et al. (2003) describe relationships between migration 
and home in terms of ‘uprooting’ and ‘regrounding’, speaking to the multiple ways in 
which home is imagined, made and unmade in the process of migration. Connections 
between migration and home are frequently studied within the context of diaspora, 
which has been described as ‘feeling “at home” in the area of settlement while retaining 
significant identification outside it’ (Walter 2001: 206). The term diaspora was first 
 
!
!
34!
!
used in relation to the Jewish experience of being a ‘dispersed people sharing a 
common religious and cultural heritage’ (Vertovec 2008: 276), and was initially used to 
describe experiences of forced migration among people who share a collective ethnic or 
cultural identity. Its use has since broadened considerably, leading to criticisms that the 
term is used uncritically and applied to migrant populations that do not share a 
‘diasporic consciousness’ (Vertovec 2009: 137).  
Blunt (2007: 689) notes that while both diaspora and transnationalism describe 
‘the mobility of people, capital, ideas and objects, and the production of space, 
networks and politics by and through such mobility’, there are significant differences 
between the two concepts. While transnationalism highlights the networks that link 
people and institutions across national borders (Vertovec 1999: 447), concepts of 
diaspora are often associated with ideas of a collective territorial identity (Dahlman 
2004: 486). However, associations between diaspora and attachments to a homeland 
have also been critiqued by a number of scholars. In Cartographies of Diaspora (1996), 
Brah offers an alternative description, unpicking the widely accepted links between 
diaspora and ‘homeland’. Brah points out that a ‘homing desire’ is not the same as a 
desire for a territorial ‘homeland’, and can instead be seen as ‘the lived experience of a 
locality’ (1996: 192). Brah also developed the concept of ‘diaspora space’ to include 
not only those who have migrated but also those who have not, and therefore ‘includes 
the genealogies of dispersion with those of staying put’ (1996: 181). This perspective 
emphasises the heterogeneous and contested nature of diasporic spaces. 
Geographies of diaspora have also been studied in terms of connections 
between ‘roots’ and ‘routes’ (Clifford 1997). Whilst the idea of ‘roots’ suggests a fixed 
homeland, thinking in terms of ‘routes’ considers home and belonging as multiple and 
mobile (Armbruster 2002: 25). Jackson, Crang and Dwyer (2004) argue that ‘different 
diasporas are characterised by different geographies that go beyond simple oppositions 
between the national and the transnational, the rooted and the routed, the territorial and 
the deterritorialised’ (Jackson et al. 2004: 2). Georgiou (2006) describes the multiple 
forms of attachment to home within diaspora: 
Home can be the domestic natural space, the immediate family, a private 
home, the refuge from the outside world. It can be the local space where 
everyday life evolves – the place to which people always return. It can also 
be the country of origin, the symbolic Home, the source, or the highly 
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symbolic and mediated transnational context, which shelters diaspora 
against exclusionary national spaces. More than any one of these, it tends to 
be all of the above (Georgiou 2006: 160). 
Drawing upon research with Cameroonian and Tanzanian home associations in 
Britain, Mercer and Page (2010) theorise diaspora politics through the concept of place 
rather than ethnicity. They endorse ideas of place not as inward-looking, fixed or static, 
but as dynamic and constantly changing. The authors propose a ‘progressive politics of 
place’, drawing upon Massey’s (2005) view of place as ‘inclusive, open, porous and 
always in the process of being made by multiple actors’ (Mercer and Page 2010: 113). 
This perspective emphasises place as ‘unbounded and constituted relationally’, and 
rejects the notion that home associations are inherently inward-looking or exclusionary 
(ibid. 114). The authors point out that African home associations in Britain are diverse, 
with groups being organised around ‘home places’ at various scales, including villages, 
provinces, linguistic areas or nations. Building upon these multi-scalar ideas of place, 
Mercer and Page (2010) argue that home associations not only bring people together 
and provide a sense of belonging to an African homeland or identity, but also constitute 
a space of ‘moral conviviality’ that is oriented towards living in the diaspora in Britain. 
My research brings out the multiplicity of diasporic attachments to places at different 
scales as participants discuss their relationships to particular localities, cities, regions 
and nations. I also address the specificity of Vietnamese concepts of the homeland as 
the place of one’s ancestors and how this co-exists with other scales of home in relation 
to Vietnam and East London. 
Until relatively recently, return migration was largely neglected within the 
migration studies literature, leading King (2000: 7) to describe return as ‘the great 
unwritten chapter in the history of migration’. A growing number of scholars have 
since focused on return migration in a range of ways, including the decisions and 
experiences of return among first- and second-generation migrants (Christou 2006, 
Christou and King 2006, Conway and Potter 2009) and the repatriation of refugees 
(Hammond 2004). Other studies have framed return visits as a transnational activity 
that enables migrants to maintain relationships with their country of departure (Duval 
2004). Much of this work has approached return through a focus on migrants’ 
attachments to the nation or ancestral ‘homeland’ (Christou 2006, King and Christou 
2011). Several scholars have critiqued ideas of a diasporic ‘myth of return’ (Brah 
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1996), noting the ways in which individual senses of home, belonging and identity can 
be disrupted by return and the disillusionment that returnees often experience on 
returning to the homeland (Christou and King 2006, Oeppen 2012). Other scholars 
have moved beyond a focus on the nation as a homeland, exploring the significance of 
the city as a site of diasporic return (Blunt et al. 2013a). Ideas and practices of return 
are important for several participants in this study. While some individuals plan to 
return to Vietnam after a few years, others feel unwilling or unable to return for a 
combination of personal and geopolitical reasons. Several participants express senses of 
uncertainty or ambivalence about the idea of returning to Vietnam. My research draws 
upon concepts of return as part of an on-going process of mobility rather than a fixed 
homecoming or end to a ‘migration cycle’ (Ley and Kobayashi 2005, Oeppen 2012). I 
build upon scholarship which recognises the shifting nature of migrants’ relationships 
with home, and which acknowledges return as one element within ‘continual dialogues 
and connections’ with the homeland over the life course (Carling and Erdal 2014, Chan 
and Tran 2014). More broadly, my research also contributes to a growing body of 
research that emphasises the temporality as well as spatiality of home (Baxter and 
Brickell 2014, Blunt and Dowling 2006, Gorman-Murray 2014, Tolia-Kelly 2004, 
Varley 2008, Walsh and Nӓre 2016). Home can be understood as a site in which the 
past, present and future are connected and a growing number of scholars are exploring 
the ways in which home is re-made throughout the life course (Baxter and Brickell 
2014, Varley 2008, Walsh and Nӓre 2016). In this thesis, I draw upon ideas of the 
Vietnamese home as a place of connection between living relatives and their ancestors, 
who are understood to return to the home to be venerated and cared for by the living, 
speaking to a concept of temporality that links the past, present and future as well as 
physical and spiritual domains (Jellema 2007a, McAllister 2012). My research also 
builds upon research on the experience of forced migration as a temporal as well as 
spatial loss of home (Den Boer 2015, Kabachnik et al. 2010). Though not always 
specifically articulated in terms of temporality, material culture perspectives also 
emphasise the significance of objects in the context of transnational practices of home-
making and how their meanings may change over the life course.  
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Material culture and transnational home-making practices 
Much research on migrant home-making articulates the complex links between 
materiality, emotion, memory and identity in contexts of mobility. Studying home and 
migration in relation to visual and material cultures reveals important links between 
imaginative and material geographies of home (Blunt and Dowling 2006: 214). In a 
study of transitional objects within the context of displacement, Parkin (1999: 304) 
notes that refugees do not only take objects that are necessary for physical survival, but 
also items of emotional value, including photographs, letters and ornaments. Senses of 
home and identity are embodied in these objects, which connect refugees with the 
people and places they have left behind. Recent research has explored objects and 
possessions that are involved in migrant home-making (Burrell 2014b, Svašek 2012, 
Walsh 2006a, Walsh 2006b), the importance of visual cultures in remembering and 
recreating home in diaspora (Tolia-Kelly 2004), and relationships between 
consumption, identity and home for migrants (Salih 2002, Savaş 2015). In a study of 
rituals surrounding Christmas among Polish migrants in the UK, Burrell (2014b) 
demonstrates that consuming traditional food and other material goods from Poland 
juxtaposes ‘the emotional pull of the homeland’ with ‘the need to invest in a new life in 
a new place’ (Burrell 2014b: 57). Other scholars have explored relationships between 
food, memory and national identity (Sutton 2001, Petridou 2001). Law’s (2001) study 
of Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong highlights the ways in which cooking and 
eating foods ‘from home’ can be a crucial way for migrants to maintain a sense of 
identity and autonomy in an unfamiliar, sometimes isolating environment.  
In a context of expanding global communication, migration research is 
increasingly examining the ways in which transnational relationships are maintained 
and reconfigured through technologies including email, mobile phones, Skype and 
social networking (King-O’Riain 2015, Longhurst 2013, Madianou and Miller 2012, 
Ryan et al. 2015). In a study of transnational families in Ireland, King-O’Riain 
proposes that using Skype enables families to create spaces of ‘transconnectivity’ in 
which they practice multiple forms of belonging over large distances (King O’Riain 
2015). Rather than using such forms of communication for intense forms of emotional 
engagement, migrants may use Skype to feel a sense of involvement in the everyday 
lives and routines of their families. Online networks are also ways in which migrants 
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can access work, housing, immigration advice and social connections, thus linking the 
domains of home, work, migration and the city. 
However, recent research has pointed out the conceptual challenges of defining 
home in relation to migration. In a study of Eastern Europeans’ experiences of 
accommodation in London, Parutis (2011) distinguishes between studies of home as 
‘house’ or shelter and research which focuses on practices, material cultures and 
meanings of home. Other researchers note that home may refer to both a lived space 
and to a space of felt or imagined belonging (Walsh 2006a). Parutis notes that studies 
focus mainly on either ‘settled’ or ‘recent’ migrants, both of which are problematic 
categories, in which migrants are defined in terms of length of residence and intentions 
to return to their countries of origin. My research moves beyond these binary 
categorisations and explores practices and meanings of home for people who have 
migrated under diverse circumstances, including individuals who plan to remain in the 
UK and others with relatively short-term migration trajectories. It also considers the 
multiple definitions of home that participants express in their narratives, including the 
material, emotional and imaginative. 
Migration, home and geopolitics 
Through its attention to the ways in which immigration structures influence 
participants’ experiences of belonging, home and identity, my research also contributes 
to a growing body of scholarship on the geopolitics of home. Geopolitics is a contested 
term that has been described as ‘a way of seeing the world in which a great deal of 
emphasis is placed on exploring and explaining the role of geographical factors (such 
as territorial location and/or access to resources) in shaping national and international 
politics’ (Dodds 2005: 1). The emergence of a ‘geopolitics of home’ is related to 
broader movements within geopolitical theory that seek to move beyond a focus on the 
political activities of states towards a critical analysis of power at multiple scales 
(Hyndman 2004). A growing body of research examines the ‘interpenetration of the 
geopolitical and intimate’ (Caluya 2010) including the impacts of conflict, violence, 
land-grabbing and forced eviction upon experiences of home (Brickell 2014, 2012b, 
Caluya 2010, Harker 2009) and how the home can be a space of fear but also of 
resistance to racism and harassment (Wallace 2012).  
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Geopolitical approaches are particularly relevant for theorising intersections 
between home, nation and migration (Brickell 2012b). Ideas of the nation as homeland 
depend upon the exclusion of people and places which are defined as ‘foreign’ through 
the exercise of state power, making the ‘homeland’ profoundly insecure for those who 
are defined as a threat (Kaplan 2003: 89). These ideas are particularly relevant to the 
ways in which ‘home’ may be experienced as a place of exclusion rather than 
belonging among marginalised individuals and communities. Recent literature has 
encompassed topics including the impact of border security practices on experiences of 
home among displaced persons and refugees (Caluya 2010, Kabachnik et al. 2010). The 
concept of a ‘geopolitics of mobility’ has also been proposed to argue that while 
international borders are often porous to investment and the movement of capital, 
national borders remain a source of segregation and restriction for migrants, who are 
considered to be of low political value (Hyndman 2004, cited in Brickell 2012b: 580). 
Research has also identified the ways in which refugees can experience a ‘double 
displacement’, in which the home is lost both temporally and spatially, and is no longer 
experienced in the present (Kabachnik et al. 2010). Drawing upon research with 
Congolese refugees in Kampala, Den Boer (2015) describes how the experience of 
long-term exile can lead to the loss of home in time as well as space: 
Conditions in exile lead to a profound feeling of being out of place and fuel 
an antagonistic sense of home. This does not mean, however, that all 
refugees share a strong attachment to their homeland, or that their desire to 
return is a natural given…the home of Congolese refugees is not only left 
behind in another place, it has also been left behind in another time and is 
therefore experienced as a previous and irretrievable home. (Den Boer 
2015: 486). 
This description emphasises the profound impacts of long-term displacement 
upon refugees’ ideas of home. Even after re-settlement in a new place, the on-going 
challenges of navigating the immigration regime may render it difficult or impossible 
for migrants to conceive of a long-term and secure future home.  
Ideas about the nation as home are constructed and experienced through 
discourses of gender, race and ethnicity. Scholars have examined the ways in which 
ideas of the homeland are figured through gendered constructions of women as 
reproducers of the nation and preservers of national identity (Yuval-Davis 1997: 47). 
 
!
!
40!
!
These discourses are particularly important within ideas of Vietnamese national 
identity, within which women are frequently represented as ‘guardians’ of traditional 
Vietnamese culture (Duong 2011). These relationships can be both re-inscribed and 
transformed by migration. Focusing on women living in the Irish diaspora in Britain 
and the United States, Walter (2001: 197) argues that diasporic homes can be places of 
restriction and invisibility for women, but also sites of potential empowerment in which 
women can challenge dominant cultures.  
Studying the intersections between home, migration and geopolitics thus 
enables an understanding of the ways in which power penetrates domestic space, 
further problematising any boundaries between public and private, institutional and 
intimate. The concept of domicide proposed by Porteous and Smith (2001) refers to 
‘the deliberate destruction of home by human agency in pursuit of specified goals, 
which causes suffering to the victims’ (Porteous and Smith 2001: 12). While at its most 
extreme, domicide can come about as a result of warfare, ethnic cleansing or forced re-
settlement, it can also refer to ‘everyday domicide’, including the loss of home through 
urban redevelopment projects (Porteous and Smith 2001: 107). A focus on geopolitical 
aspects of home also bridges both ‘extreme’ and ‘everyday’ geographies, highlighting 
the disruptions to home that are triggered by migration, violence or environmental 
displacement, but also noting the impact of disability, divorce and life course 
transitions (Brickell 2011, 2012b). Scholars who work within the framework of critical 
geographies of home have called for researchers to engage with and work on behalf of 
individuals and groups who have suffered displacement or exclusion from their homes, 
drawing upon their own experiences of mobility, displacement and loss (Brickell 
2012b, Varley 2008). 
My research also acknowledges the perspective of Conradson and Latham 
(2005), who propose the term ‘middling transnationals’ to describe individuals who are 
embedded within transnational networks but may not form part of either the 
transnational elite or the most vulnerable migrant populations. In a study of ‘highly 
skilled’ migrants from Singapore in the UK, Ho (2009) explains that despite holding 
visas that validate their qualifications, these migrants encounter practical and emotional 
difficulties and must develop strategies to circumvent the immigration regime. Other 
research has described how migrants on short-term or temporary visas are profoundly 
affected by the on-going uncertainty of their immigration status, in what Robertson and 
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Runganaikaloo (2014: 214) describe as ‘living in limbo’. Ho (2009: 129) calls for a 
‘trajectories’ perspective that attends to relationships between immigration policies and 
migrant subjectivities, enabling a comprehensive understanding of the challenges that 
‘middling’ migrants face, the strategies that they develop to overcome them, and the 
policy regimes in which they are embedded. I draw upon these frameworks in relation 
to the experiences of younger participants in this research, demonstrating how 
participants’ immigration status directly impacts upon their ability to develop a long-
term sense of home in the UK.  
Precarity, agency and belonging 
Migration scholars have highlighted the impact of an individual’s immigration status on 
their access to housing, employment, mobility and the ability to create a sense of 
security and belonging (Bloch, Sigona and Zetter 2014).  Migrants without regularised 
status have little choice but to take jobs for which they are over-qualified and under-
paid, as well as accepting transient, overcrowded housing conditions and having limited 
access to state health and welfare services. The combined effect of these conditions has 
been theorised in terms of precarity: geopolitical processes in which ‘complex 
institutional and geographic pathways’ render migrants vulnerable to extended periods 
of insecurity (Goldring and Landolt 2011, cited in Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2014: 
212). The concept of precarity is closely associated with the rise of neoliberal 
globalisation, the mobility of capital and demands for cheap migrant labour (Wills et al 
2011, Lewis et al. 2015). However, whilst some scholars view precarity as a condition 
specific to the neoliberal labour market (Fantone 2007, Lewis et al. 2015), others have 
broadened the scope of the concept to encompass insecure life-worlds and conditions of 
existential insecurity (Ettlinger 2007, Butler 2004, 2009).  
Lewis et al. (2015: 15) propose the concept of ‘hyper-precarity’, which they 
describe in terms of ‘processes of multi-dimensional, overlapping employment and 
immigration insecurities’. Asylum seekers, refugees and irregular migrants are 
proposed to be at particular risk, since they are often prohibited from accessing legal 
work and are forced to seek informal, sometimes dangerous forms of labour. While for 
the most vulnerable migrants and refugees, aspects of precarity intersect to produce 
particularly threatening conditions, my research reveals the ways in which migrants 
from a range of backgrounds experience different forms and degrees of insecurity at 
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different stages of their migration journey. My research also draws inspiration from 
McFarlane’s (2011) concept of urban learning to theorise the practices and strategies 
that some participants have used to negotiate immigration controls. From the networks 
drawn upon to access housing and work opportunities to the negotiation and 
circumvention of immigration policies, this perspective highlights the agency that 
migrants demonstrate in their everyday practices of urban dwelling.  
In addition to the importance of particular practices, objects and relationships in 
engendering feelings of home, my research proposes that, for many of my participants, 
home is a flexible concept that is often located in multiple places and changes over 
time. However, a sense of security, personal connection and feeling part of a 
community in the present location remain important factors that enable a sense of home 
or belonging, however fluid or ambivalent. My research examines how current 
discourses and practices of border regulation impact on migrants’ everyday lives and 
the extent to which they are able to create a sense of home and belonging in East 
London. The next section examines research on the city and urban dwelling in more 
detail, discussing the ways in which cities are formed and transformed by migration 
and settlement.  
 
Migration, mobility and the city 
In an examination of the complex relationships between migration and cities, Smith and 
Eade (2008) argue that: 
Cities are key sites of the transnational ties that increasingly connect 
people, places and projects across the globe. They are at once contexts of 
opportunities and constraints within which transnational actors and 
networks operate and nodes linking wider social formations that traverse 
national borders. (Smith and Eade 2008: 3). 
Since the 1980s, scholars have argued that profound changes in production and 
communications have led to the emergence of ‘global cities’: centres of financial 
control that are connected in transnational networks, as capital becomes freed from the 
constraints of national boundaries (Sassen 1991). Migration has also been central to the 
rise of the global city, as economic restructuring and political change have led to 
unprecedented population movements as people move to find work, to improve their 
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living standards or to escape conflict (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2011: 4). The historical 
context of the post-war period is of central importance in the development of London’s 
emergence as a global city. The Second World War generated mass migration to 
Britain as people fled conflict and persecution in Europe. The British government 
responded to a widespread labour shortage by recruiting migrants from Europe, the 
Commonwealth and former colonies (Ryan and Webster 2008: 3). However, several 
scholars argue that global cities are not new phenomena or simply a consequence of 
globalisation, but are intertwined with histories and geographies of power and 
difference (Jacobs 1996).  
Abu-Lughod (1999: 43) is critical of suggestions that the ‘global city’ is a new 
phenomenon, arguing that, throughout history, cities have existed as ‘nodes in 
networks’ and as key locations for production, imperial power and cultural exchange. 
In Edge of Empire, Jacobs (1996) proposes that the structures of power and difference 
that developed within nineteenth-century imperialism are ‘reactivated’ within 
contemporary cities. She argues that the ‘spatial imaginary’ of British imperialism was 
based on the flow of power from the metropolitan ‘core’ to the colonial ‘periphery’ 
(1996: 23). Jacobs (1996) argues that a ‘global’ city is also a diasporic city, in which 
imperial histories remain influential in how space is constructed and experienced. 
Robinson (2006: 1) argues that instead of categorising urban conurbations as ‘global’, 
‘Western’, ‘Third World’ or ‘developing’, all cities should be understood as ‘ordinary’. 
Mayaram (2009) proposes alternative ‘way of seeing’ cities as places of 
interconnectedness, linked through the movement and interaction of ideas, languages 
and identities. Mayaram also questions what enables the possibility of ‘cosmopolitan 
being’ or living together with strangers in an urban environment (2009: 1). These 
relationships are embodied in practices of care, work and sociality that take place 
within specific urban environments.  
Recent geographical research has proposed that London is characterised by 
‘super-diversity’, in which communities of increasingly complex, transnationally 
connected and legally differentiated migrants are altering labour processes, policies and 
public perceptions of immigration (Vertovec 2007, Wessendorf 2013). In this study, I 
situate Vietnamese communities within the super-diverse location of East London and 
the city as a whole, and argue that participants’ everyday practices, movements and 
interactions contribute to the re-making of the city. 
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Migration, work and urban dwelling 
Whilst there exist large bodies of work focusing upon the experiences of migrants in 
cities, many studies are concerned with specific aspects of migrant labour in the city, 
including rural to urban migration as a livelihood strategy in the Global South (de Haan 
1999, Rigg et al. 2014), the coping strategies and tactics used by low-paid migrants to 
manage insecurity in London’s unequal labour market (Datta et al 2007a, McIlwaine 
2005, Wills et al. 2010) and migrant mobilities between home, work and city (Datta 
2008, 2009). Another body of research investigates migrant labour in cities through the 
lens of entrepreneurship, including the role of migrant networks in connecting business 
across transnational space, and how migrants mobilise different forms of capital within 
particular social, economic and cultural contexts (Bagwell 2008; 2006, Honig 2010, 
Kloosterman 2010, Ram et al. 2008). Other research has focused upon the movement of 
‘highly skilled’ migrants in London, including the study of their career trajectories and 
motivations for migration (Beaverstock 2005, Favell 2008, Ryan and Mulholland 2014) 
as well as the practical and emotional difficulties faced by skilled migrants and the 
strategies that they develop to circumvent the UK’s immigration regimes (Ho 2009). In 
Global Cities at Work, Wills et al. (2010) note that, as London’s economy has changed 
from being driven by manufacturing to finance and services, it has become dependent 
upon the labour of low paid workers from around the world who undertake jobs such as 
cleaning, catering and care work, creating a new ‘migrant division of labour’ (May et 
al. 2007, Wills et al. 2010).  
However, Çağlar and Glick Schiller (2011, 2009) argue that, within much of the 
mainstream migration literature, ‘cities figure merely as containers providing spaces in 
which migrants settle and make a living’ (Çağlar and Glick Schiller 2011: 2). Similarly, 
Tseng (2011: 782) calls for a focus on ‘how mobile people live their everyday lives in 
concrete cities, and the sense of rootedness that they might develop in the here and 
now’. In response to these concerns, research within geographies of home increasingly 
draws out connections between mobility and urban dwelling, leading to a renewed 
understanding of the role of the city within migrant home-making practices. Blunt and 
Bonnerjee (2013) develop the concept of ‘diaspora cities’ to explore the significance of 
the city, rather than the nation, as a site of home, attachment and belonging for people 
in diaspora. Their approach theorises the city as a place of departure and resettlement, 
building upon Brah’s (1996) concept of ‘diaspora space’ as a site that is inhabited and 
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shaped by migrant communities and those who do not migrate. Studying home and 
diaspora at the scale of the city also enables research to move beyond ‘methodological 
nationalism’, in which transnational communities are regarded as connected by a 
common national identity. Glick Schiller and Çağlar (2009) argue that migration 
research frequently neglects the importance of the ‘city scale’, including the ways in 
which cities are transformed by migrants’ everyday activities. The concept of diaspora 
cities enables the city to be understood as a ‘site of dwelling and mobility, shaped by 
connections within and across different cities and communities in both the past and the 
present’ (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013: 225). 
In research on home associations in Douala, Dar es Salaam and London, Page 
(2011) draws upon translocal perspectives in which ‘mobile people, money and ideas 
can generate a new way of developing a place-based identity that makes limited 
reference to the nation’. This view does not regard place as fixed or unchanging, but as 
‘amorphous, dynamic and open’ (Page 2011: 127). Describing a journey between 
London and Bali Nyonga in Cameroon, Page demonstrates how an individual’s place-
making activities draw on multiple urban locales. Whilst two cities may be 
geographically separate from one another, migrants’ lives are lived in relation to both 
locales and they behave as if there are only ‘small distances’ between them (ibid., 129). 
Page proposes that cities are central to producing and reproducing translocal 
connections due to the social, financial and human resources that are concentrated 
within them. He also points out the imaginative and emotional aspects of migrants’ 
relationships with and in cities: 
In addition cities concentrate the memories and emotions that are so key to 
explaining the paths that people take. Cities are the meeting points of so 
many journeys that they will be the place, where, for pragmatic reasons, 
communities can assemble, and through assembly can embark on place-
making projects of homes (Page 2011: 143). 
However, Page cautions against ‘fetishising’ the city or viewing all translocal practices 
as determined by the cities in which migrants live and move between. Instead, scholars 
must also attend to the ‘social processes which create linkages between and across 
places’ (Page 2011: 143). My research contributes to this body of work in its focus on 
the inter-relationships between home, work and the city in conditions of mobility. 
Alongside an examination of the practical and financial aspects of participants’ urban 
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work lives, my research also explores the importance of emotional, inter-personal and 
imaginative dimensions of the city.  
Navigating, learning and inhabiting the city 
Cultural geographers have increasingly drawn upon sensory perspectives to examine 
embodied aspects of urban life (Adams and Guy 2007, Lahiri 2011, Law 2001). Many 
of these studies have been influenced by a wider turn towards the senses within the 
humanities. Until relatively recently, geography was traditionally constructed as a 
visual discipline, not only because of its concern with mapping and observation, but 
also through its use of language that privileges visual metaphors and associates vision 
with reliable, objective knowledge (Cosgrove 1984). Challenging this dominance of the 
visual, other geographers have developed the study of ‘sensory landscapes’ (Rodaway 
1994) and ‘visceral geographies’ (Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2008). Taking 
inspiration from sensory geographies, multi-sensory studies of the city emphasise that 
the urban environment is not only built, but also sensed, dwelt in and embodied. Corbin 
(1990: 14) argues that ‘a city's sounds, odours and movement constitute its identity as 
much as the stones of its architecture’. Throughout these perspectives, the city figures 
not as a backdrop for individual and collective experience, but profoundly influences 
the imaginaries, emotions and practices of those who inhabit it. Hansen and Verkaaik 
(2009) describe cities as ‘charismatic entities’, each with their own ‘spirits’ and ‘souls’. 
This perspective holds that the city ‘leaves traces on the bodies’ of inhabitants, 
reaching beyond its physical location (Hansen and Verkaaik 2009: 8).  
Alongside a recognition of the city’s role in migrant experiences, other research 
identifies how migrants re-shape the city through their everyday journeys, encounters 
and acts of dwelling. Anjaria and McFarlane’s (2011) concept of ‘urban navigations’ 
examines ‘how people make sense of, and work their way through, diverse 
environments, often in contexts of deep political, economic and social inequality’. 
Drawing upon Scott’s (1985) description of the ‘weapons of the weak’ and De 
Certeau’s (1984) work on the tactics through which people navigate, subvert and resist 
structures of power, McFarlane (2011a: 57) theorises the ‘incremental urban knowing’ 
that emerges through dwelling in the city. McFarlane’s concept of urban learning refers 
not only to gaining knowledge of the city, but also to the assemblage of materials, 
practices and spaces through which knowledge is formed and transformed (McFarlane 
2011a: 3). McFarlane draws upon Ingold’s perspective of learning as an embodied 
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process in which people ‘“feel their way” through a world that is itself in motion, 
continually coming into being through the combined action of human and nonhuman 
agencies’ (Ingold 2000: 155). Urban learning emerges through everyday engagements 
with the city, including through routine journeys between home and work. McFarlane 
(2011a) draws upon the example of informal settlements in Mumbai, discussing how 
inhabitants gradually construct their dwellings using a diverse range of available 
materials, often through practices of reciprocal exchange with other inhabitants. 
McFarlane (2011a: 57-62) describes this as ‘makeshift urbanism’, referring to De 
Certeau’s (1984) notion of bricolage or ways of ‘making do’ with the resources that are 
available. Urban learning also occurs through processes of improvisation, which 
McFarlane describes as ‘an embodied, experiential and materialized form of urban 
knowing’ that takes place through engagements with spaces, materials and with other 
individuals in the city (2011a: 63). Improvisation is framed as a necessary coping 
strategy to adapt and survive in conditions of unpredictability and inequality 
(McFarlane 2011a). Through improvising, translating and sharing knowledge of spaces, 
threats and opportunities, individuals and groups learn how to survive and can mobilise 
to resist practices of marginalisation.  
In a study of migrants on the periphery of Beijing, Knowles (2014) proposes 
that navigation, or ‘finding a way through the world’ is ‘enacted in the improvised 
exploratory movements in which people tackle the journeys of their everyday lives’ 
(Knowles 2014: 56). Rather than focusing on formal qualifications, such approaches 
highlight the importance of navigation, translation and flexibility: skills that are crucial 
aspects of migration (Knowles 2014: 67). While these frameworks were originally 
developed in relation to cities in the Global South, this thesis will demonstrate the 
relevance of navigation and urban learning in examining the practices and strategies 
used by migrants who navigate and inhabit the city of London, particularly in the 
context of precarious work and transient housing arrangements. 
McFarlane notes that processes of urban learning are also translocal because 
knowledge is shared between individuals and groups, beyond national boundaries and 
North-South divisions (McFarlane 2011a). Theories of translocality emphasise the 
ways in which local and transnational mobility are intertwined in migrant experiences 
of the city, as Datta (2011) describes: 
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While transnational mobility brings participants to London, local 
experiences of mobility within the spaces of public transport, streets, and 
parks transforms the city into a range of urban sites which are constructed 
in relation to other localities and neighbourhoods within and beyond the 
city. I take this as the condition of translocality – although they show 
heightened mobility across national and local spaces, their experiences 
within these sites are simultaneously highly emplaced (Datta 2011: 74). 
I draw upon geographies of navigation and urban learning alongside theories of 
translocality to address the ways in which participants move around the city and how 
they navigate the challenges of finding housing and work, but also in examining how 
relationships with other people and places are negotiated. I also demonstrate the ways 
in which participants’ urban lives are local and emplaced as well as transnational. 
Urban encounters and living with difference 
Translocal perspectives propose that migrants’ experiences of the city are intertwined 
with their imaginaries and memories of urban environments. Datta (2011) describes 
how Polish migrants’ imaginings of London were influenced by their ideas of London 
as a cultural symbol of ‘the West’, which were linked with Poland’s communist history. 
By bringing together insights from theories of navigation, urban learning and 
translocality, my research proposes a framework for examining relationships between 
home, work and the city and the interactions, exchanges and relationships that are part 
of migrants’ everyday urban lives. Geographers have theorised urban public encounters 
in various ways, including through scholarship on cosmopolitanism, urban citizenship 
and hospitality (Amin 2002, Binnie et al. 2006, Nava 2006, Sandercock 2003, 
Valentine 2008, Wessendorf 2013). Cosmopolitanism has been defined as ‘a particular 
stance towards differentness in the world, one that involves an openness to, and 
tolerance of, diversity’ (Young et al. 2006: 1687). Other theories have described 
cosmopolitanism as a political philosophy based on global citizenship (Binnie et al. 
2006). Sandercock (2003: 2) conceptualises the cosmopolitan city as a place 
characterised by ‘genuine acceptance of, connection with, and respect and space for, 
the cultural other’, and ‘the possibility of a togetherness in difference’. Other scholars 
point out that such constructions overlook the politics of class, race, gender and 
sexuality with which cosmopolitanism is intertwined (Binnie and Skeggs 2004). In 
recognition of the diversity and divisions that exist within contemporary cities, 
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geographers including Amin (2002), Laurier et al. (2006) and Thrift (2005) have 
explored the ways in which everyday acts of exchange, civility and cooperation in 
public spaces might contribute to new forms of intercultural understanding and urban 
citizenship. Wise (2010) theorises sites including bingo halls and elderly people’s clubs 
as ‘transversal places’, proposing that these sites of encounter may facilitate 
relationships across difference. 
However, in a review of ‘emerging geographies of encounter’, Valentine (2008: 
326) argues that everyday contact between different social groups may not actually 
translate into values of mutual respect and dialogue. Drawing upon concepts of super-
diversity and encounter, Wessendorf (2013) discusses how people negotiate social 
interactions in the super-diverse borough of Hackney. Wessendorf  (2013: 396) 
develops the idea of ‘commonplace diversity’, in which ethnic, linguistic, religious, 
educational and economic difference is experienced as a normal part of everyday life 
rather than as something remarkable. However, she notes that ‘conviviality’ in Hackney 
is characterised by avoidance of contact as well as examples of engagement, and that 
civility may be used to manage tensions or avoid conflict as well as forming positive 
relationships (Wessendorf 2013: 394). 
Connections between mobility and emplacement are also relevant to these 
debates. Drawing on the in-depth biographical narratives of two individuals, Valentine 
and Sadgrove (2014) highlight how geographic and socio-economic mobility led 
interviewees to reflect upon their attitudes towards people within different social 
categories, including disabled people and minority ethnic groups. However, their 
emplacement within particular communities also frames the negativity that these 
individuals feel towards ‘others’, in one case referring to immigrants (Valentine and 
Sadgrove 2014: 1993). The authors argue for a biographical approach to studying social 
encounters and the spatial and temporal contexts in which individuals’ attitudes 
towards others are formed. Through an in-depth qualitative study of the ways in which 
individual migrants encounter others and form relationships with and in the city, my 
research bridges cultural and political perspectives on migration. I argue that 
participants’ interactions with others form part of their everyday practices of 
navigating, learning and inhabiting the city, through which they also re-shape the urban 
landscape. 
 
!
!
50!
!
Transnational religion, work and urban dwelling  
In its exploration of religion and spirituality in relation to home, work and the city, my 
research also contributes to literature on transnational religion and relationships 
between religion, home and work in the city. Levitt (2007) argues that the study of 
migrant religion can reveal new insights into processes of globalisation and 
transnationalism. Studies of transnational religion have revealed how the cultural 
landscape of cities has been re-shaped as diasporic communities establish spaces of 
worship in their new environments, sometimes involving contestations over space and 
identity (Naylor and Ryan 2002, Smith and Eade 2008). Geographers have also 
explored the intersection of religious identities with those of ethnicity, race and gender, 
including experiences of home and identity among Muslim women and men in the UK 
(Dwyer 2002, Hopkins 2009, Wallace 2012). Other studies have focused on the support 
provided to migrants by religious institutions (Hagan 2008). Religious institutions such 
as mosques, temples and churches have been conceptualised as liminal spaces in which 
migrants can experience a sense of safety, home and belonging in what can otherwise 
be an isolating environment (Vasquez and Marquardt 2003).  
In recent years, scholars of transnational religion have called for an increasingly 
‘grounded’ approach that considers religion as it is ‘lived’ (Hall 1997, McGuire 2008, 
Sheringham 2011). Lived religion focuses on people’s everyday religious experiences 
and practices and the multiple settings in which they take place (McGuire 2008, 
Sheringham 2011). This framework emphasises the ways in which religious practices 
and beliefs are drawn upon by migrants in their everyday lives, including in spaces of 
work (Hüwelmeier and Krause 2010) and within domestic spaces (Tolia-Kelly 2004). 
Sheringham argues that ‘the study of religion in the domestic spaces of migrants thus 
points to the permeability of boundaries between the sacred and the everyday, and 
moreover, to how belonging and identity become imbued with religious meanings’ 
(2011: 70). My research engages with participants’ spiritual practices in East London, 
the objects and spaces that are involved and how their religious or spiritual practices 
are adapted or transformed through the process of migration. I also examine how 
spiritual beliefs, practices and objects can contribute to a wider sense of home or 
belonging in contexts of transnational mobility and displacement. 
 My research situates these activities within an understanding of the Vietnamese 
home as a place that links living relatives with their ancestors, and as a site of 
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connection between the material and spiritual worlds. Research on transnational 
religion has revealed the ways in which movement and travel can be understood as part 
of the essence of spirits themselves (Krause and Hüwelmeier 2010, Lambek 2010). The 
portability of many religious objects and practices also enables worshippers who 
migrate to maintain a sense of continuity and belonging as part of transnational 
religious networks (Hüwelmeier and Krause 2010). I demonstrate the role of religion in 
connecting home, work and the wider city, including through practices of worship that 
are oriented towards the protection and success of business or educational achievement. 
I also explore how some participants draw upon religious practices to create what Den 
Boer (2015) describes as a ‘spiritual home’ that may transcend the home that has been 
lost or left behind in conditions of displacement. My research thus demonstrates the 
ways in which religion intersects with migration at multiple scales, from embodied 
personal experience to engagement with wider religious institutions across 
transnational space. 
 
Vietnamese connections between home, work and the city 
Alongside its focus on relationships between home, work and the city for Vietnamese 
people in East London, my research also examines connections between home, work 
and the city in Vietnam and the ways in which they are reconfigured in the process of 
migration. In conceptualising these relationships, my research draws upon concepts of 
the Vietnamese home as a site of connection to other places and persons, including 
living relatives, ancestors and the spirit world (Bayly 2013, Di Gregorio and Salemink 
2007, McAllister 2012). The Vietnamese word for home (nhà) can also refer to house, 
family, wife and nation (Brickell 2012c, McAllister 2012). These simultaneous 
meanings highlight the multi-scalarity of home within Vietnam, and are closely 
associated with ideas of the household and the positions of men and women in 
Vietnamese society (Bayly 2013, Brickell 2012c, Hoang and Yeoh 2011). These roles 
can be observed within the Vietnamese proverb ‘men build the house, women build the 
home’ (Đàn ông xây nhà, đàn bà xây tô âm). In a study of the ways in which spoken 
utterances provoke particular spatial imaginings, Brickell (2012c) discusses the 
multiple gendered meanings of home that are contained within the proverb: 
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In the proverb, nhà means simultaneously house, home and family, thus 
rendering men responsible not only for the physical construction of the 
house (xây), but also as guardians for ensuring the success of one’s family, 
marriage and wider ancestry. Meanwhile tô âm (meaning nest) suggests that 
women also have a key role in reproducing their husband’s lineage through 
devotion to creating a warm and loving home life (and not necessarily to its 
manual building). (Brickell 2012c: 7). 
Vietnamese concepts of home are influenced by Confucianist principles of 
hierarchy and filial piety, within which men’s identities are related to their patriarchal 
role in the family. Women’s actions have traditionally been defined as revolving 
around the home, and both family and public life are strongly male-oriented (Phinney 
2008, cited in Hoang and Yeoh 2011: 720). The Vietnamese patriarch has been 
described as the ‘pillar of the household’, a metaphor that refers to his authority over 
other members of the family and his responsibility for their welfare, principally through 
bringing in the main source of income (Hoang and Yeoh 2011: 720). Men are 
traditionally viewed as responsible for making offerings to the ancestors and 
maintaining the domestic altar, further establishing their role as guardian of the family 
and preserver of relationships with the ancestors (Jellema 2007a).  
However, while some aspects of the gendering of the Vietnamese home must be 
situated within an understanding of Vietnamese cultural traditions, other gendered 
principles can be observed across cultures. The mutual identification of the woman, the 
mother and the home has been widely examined by feminist scholars from multiple 
disciplines (Blunt and Dowling 2006, Manzo 2003, Young 1997). Massey (1994) 
writes that, from a masculine perspective, woman ‘still often stands as a symbol both 
for Nature and for all that has been lost or left behind’, and is closely associated with 
ideals of the intimacy and warmth of the home. Women have also been represented as 
preservers of culture and tradition, embodying not only the family home, but also the 
homeland and national identity (Bayly 2013). In this study, I engage with gendered 
dimensions of home, exploring the ways in which they are reconfigured by migration 
and how they are re-interpreted by participants. Despite women’s increased 
participation in work outside the home and related education and career aspirations, 
several participants describe how women in Vietnam are primarily defined in terms of 
their roles as wives and mothers. Societal expectations upon women to sacrifice their 
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ambitions for the needs of the family remain powerful within Vietnamese culture and 
popular media. 
The materiality of housing in Vietnam is intertwined with Vietnamese concepts 
of the family, which includes both living and deceased relatives. Ancestor worship is 
part of a system of belief in which spirits of the deceased are considered to exist 
alongside the living, and are regarded as having power over their lives (Jellema 2007a, 
McAllister 2012). It is based upon a belief in the co-existence of ‘this world’ (thế giới 
dương) and the ‘other world’ (thế giới âm); principles which are rooted in Taoist 
cosmological concepts of yang and yin (Di Gregorio and Salemink 2007: 433). Rituals 
of ancestor worship include the offering of food, water and other material goods. Paper 
replicas of money, clothes, mobile phones and other items are also burned at the grave 
of the deceased in the belief that they will be transferred to the ancestors in the other 
world. These practices have been understood as a means of connecting the living in this 
world with the dead in the other world (Di Gregorio and Salemink 2007: 433). 
Ancestor veneration is also related to the concept of hiếu (filial piety) and the on-going 
repayment of ‘moral debt’ to parents for the sacrifices they have made in raising their 
children (Jellema 2007a: 467). The practice of worshipping the ancestors (thờ cúng tổ 
tiên) is also known as nhớ ôn ông bà, or ‘remembering the moral debt to grandfather 
and grandmother’ (Jellema 2007a: 468). The well-being and success of the living is 
seen as dependent upon maintaining relations of mutual care with the ancestors. The 
description below speaks to the way in which loved ones continue to require care after 
death:  
The dead have a “life” in the underworld, just like the life of people on 
earth. To put it differently, dead people also need to eat and drink, they 
need to spend and they need a place to live, just like living people (Toan 
Anh, cited in Jellema 2007a: 472). 
Relationships between the Vietnamese home and the wider world become 
particularly apparent during Tết, the Lunar New Year festival, which is seen as a time 
to renew social bonds and to prepare for the coming year. Drawing on Heidegger’s 
theory of dwelling, Ingold proposes that “the world continually comes into being 
around the inhabitant”. McAllister (2012) applies this perspective to the Vietnamese 
home, studying the ways in which the home becomes meaningful through the 
experiences of those who live there. Many of the rituals involved in Tết take place 
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within the home, including the cleansing and renewing of the home and domestic altar 
as families prepare to welcome living and dead relatives (McAllister 2012, Jellema 
2007a, 2007b). These activities link the home to other sites in the city, including 
markets, shops and pagodas. It is this connection and movement that leads McAllister 
to describe the home using Foucault’s concept of heterotopia: a place that connects to 
other sites through the activities of its inhabitants. McAllister proposes that: 
The home connects to the heavens, to an ancestral graveyard, to the 
ancestors in the underworld or in heaven, to pagodas or churches, and to 
other sites associated with the supernatural, in various ways – spatially, 
temporally, materially and spiritually (McAllister 2012: 120). 
In addition to concepts of home that centre on the family, meanings of home in 
Vietnam are also identified in relation to the ‘native’ or ‘original homeland’ (quê 
hương): the ancestral home that is associated with birth and childhood (Jellema 2007b). 
Within Vietnamese literature and popular media, the rural is frequently represented as 
the pure, unspoilt homeland of the ancestors (Phuong and Groves 2012). However, the 
rural is also associated with ideas of remoteness and under-development, and is 
frequently viewed as culturally inferior to the major cities (Harms 2011, Gillen 2016). 
The opposition of the city and the countryside is part of a broader symbolic divide 
between concepts of inside and outside, known in Vietnamese as ngoại (outside) and 
nội (inside). Harms (2011: 2) argues that not only is Saigon divided into ‘the outside of 
the city’ (ngoại thành) and ‘the inside of the city’ (nội thành), but Vietnam itself is 
constructed through notions of inside and outside, countryside and city. This separation 
is rooted within an idealised vision of Vietnamese society, one in which ‘a traditional 
and past-oriented rural countryside stands in complementary opposition to a modern 
and forward-moving inner core’ (Harms 2011: 2). These divisions are temporal as well 
as spatial, with the city being represented as dynamic, future-oriented and culturally 
sophisticated, while the countryside is associated with the comparatively slow, seasonal 
rhythms of rural life. More broadly, connections between the rural and the urban have 
been theorised in relation to migration and modernity. In a study of narratives and 
images of community in Spain, Nair (2004) argues that increasing urbanization and 
rural-urban migration have led to destabilisation of the ideals of community, which 
have historically been associated with the rural and traditional past.  
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Recent scholarship on Vietnam has demonstrated the ways in which the rural 
and the urban influence each other despite being widely regarded as separate domains. 
Focusing on Ho Chi Minh City, Gillen (2016) argues that ‘urban residents draw on 
material practices and symbolic discourses of the “rural” to imbue the city with 
meaning’. Elements of village housing structure can be observed in Hanoi architecture, 
whilst urban housing designs have become increasingly popular in rural towns and 
villages (Gillen 2016). Phuong and Groves (2012) explore the influence of the 
countryside on visual depictions of Hanoi and Saigon, noting the presence of 
agriculture and village life in artistic representations of the city. Harms (2011) argues 
that the ‘edges’ of the city are at the intersection between urban and rural worlds. 
Amongst people with the means to manipulate these categories, the edge of the city 
offers opportunities to prosper, but those who are excluded are pushed further into the 
margins.  
Home, work and the city are intertwined within the Vietnamese urban dwelling, 
which often contains both residential and business activities (Phuong and Groves 
2011). Connections between home, work and the city also relate to wider changes 
within Vietnamese society, particularly following the conflict and division of the 
Vietnam War. In a study of urbanisation in Vietnam, Hayton (2011) describes how the 
‘tube’-like design of traditional houses in Hanoi’s Old Quarter limited opportunities for 
privacy, as families frequently needed to pass through each other’s rooms when moving 
around the house. A significant increase in migration from the countryside caused the 
city’s population to rise dramatically, leading aspects of domestic life to ‘spill out’ on 
to the streets (Hayton 2011: 50). Tasks such as cooking and washing could be more 
easily undertaken outside the house, leading the streets to become newly private places 
in which domestic life was lived. Vietnamese city streets are busy with life, from shops, 
outdoor restaurants and food stalls to bicycle repair, recycling and hairdressing 
enterprises. However, recent government campaigns promoting ‘beautiful’ and 
‘civilised’ cities have led to traders being ordered away from the streets, as public space 
is increasingly annexed by the authorities (Harms 2011). My research explores 
connections between home, work and the city within and between Vietnam and East 
London, examining the translocal relationships that are formed through participants’ 
home-making practices, objects and experiences. In bringing literature on the 
Vietnamese home as a site of connection into dialogue with critical geographies of 
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home, my research contributes to understandings of the multi-scalarity and temporality 
of home and the dynamic relationships that are formed across translocal and 
transnational urban space. My research also explores the ways in which boundaries 
between home and work, public and private and mobility and dwelling are disrupted 
and transformed through processes of migration. 
Migration, displacement and identity within the Vietnamese diaspora 
Whilst the term diaspora can be usefully applied to Vietnamese migrant communities, it 
is also situated within a particular political and transnational context. Over two million 
refugees left Vietnam in the twenty years following the Communist takeover of South 
Vietnam in 1975, and Vietnamese communities have since become established in the 
United States, Australia, Canada, France, Denmark, Norway and Germany (Chan and 
Tran 2011, Nguyen 2009, Hüwelmeier 2009). Ideas of a collective Vietnamese identity 
are closely associated with Vietnam’s history of conflict, division and the forced 
migration of refugees following the Fall of Saigon (also known as Reunification) in 
1975 (Hardy 2004, Chan and Tran 2011). Many of those who were forced to flee from 
South Vietnam were associated with its American-backed government and feared for 
their lives when the communist forces took power. Hundreds of thousands of these 
refugees eventually settled in the United States, where they formed close communities, 
often maintaining their opposition to the Vietnamese government as an aspect of their 
collective identity.  
However, Hardy (2004) traces the formation of a Vietnamese diaspora further 
back into the Vietnam conflict, when a million inhabitants moved from the North to the 
South of Vietnam after the Geneva Agreement of 1954. This mass movement was in 
response to their rejection of the communist vision of Vietnamese nationalism, and led 
to the establishment of two opposing states in which the South became dominated by 
anti-communist values. The politics of this ‘internal transnationalism’ were exported to 
the West when the refugees settled in the US, Australia and Europe (Hardy 2004: 
1997). Younger generations of Vietnamese do not identify with ideas of the nation in 
the same way (though they are highly aware of the sensitivity of Vietnamese politics). 
Discussions of the Vietnamese diaspora must therefore remain attentive to its internal 
diversity and divisions.  
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Whilst my research focuses on Vietnamese migrants in East London, exploring 
studies of the Vietnamese diaspora in a range of locations provides insights into the 
themes of home, migration and identity in different contexts. In a study of memory, 
narrative and trauma among the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia, Nguyen (2009) 
examines Vietnamese women’s experiences of forced migration. Beginning from her 
mother’s experiences as a refugee, Nguyen highlights particular themes within refugee 
women’s narratives, including the significance of the Vietnamese word for water 
(nuoc), which refers to homeland, country and nation, but also describes the danger of 
leaving Vietnam by boat and the trauma experienced with the loss of one’s homeland 
(2009: 6). This study emphasises the importance of memory for individuals who have 
experienced loss and displacement and demonstrates how the memories of refugees are 
shaped by their experiences of diaspora (Nguyen 2009: 5). Narrating their experiences 
can also be an empowering process that enables refugee women to reconstruct and 
make sense of the past. Nguyen argues that ‘in retelling their individual and communal 
stories, women reveal themselves as custodians, interpreters, and archivists of 
Vietnamese diasporic histories’ (2009: 8).  
Examining ‘Little Saigon’ districts in Boston and California, Karin Aguilar-San 
Juan (2009) explores the role of place in maintaining a sense of Vietnamese-American 
identity. Examining struggles over space within these locations, she argues that what 
makes a community resilient includes its ‘capacity to determine its own spatial fate’, 
including access to spaces in which it can be recognised and supported (Aguilar-San 
Juan 2009: xxii). Hüwelmeier (2009) examines the place of religious practice within 
members of the Vietnamese diaspora in Berlin. This study highlights the diversity of 
religious belief among the Vietnamese diaspora, which includes Buddhism, 
Catholicism and ancestor veneration, and intersects with political affiliation and 
circumstances of migration from Vietnam. Hüwelmeier (2009) addresses relationships 
between ancestor veneration and entrepreneurship, including the significance of spirits 
in protecting owners, workers and the building in which the business is located. 
Following the period of political and economic transition known in Vietnam as 
đổi mới (Renovation), an increasing number of Vietnamese have migrated overseas for 
work or education, including women who have entered paid work in the domestic 
service economy. While many of these women migrate from rural to urban locations 
within Vietnam, rising numbers of Vietnamese women are embarking upon 
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transnational migration, mostly to other countries in Southeast Asia (Belanger and 
Oudin 2007, Yeoh and Huang 2000). Alongside migration for domestic work, other 
research has studied the motivations and experiences of women who migrate for 
marriage, including to Taiwan and Singapore (Hoang and Yeoh 2015, Yeoh et al. 
2013). The following section examines the history of Vietnamese migration to the UK 
and settlement in East London, situating my research within the wider literature on the 
East End as a space shaped by migration. 
Vietnamese communities in East London 
East London has a long history as a point of arrival, settlement and work for diverse 
migrant communities. Narratives of migration to the East End often begin with the 
arrival of Huguenot refugees in the seventeenth century, many of whom brought skills 
in weaving that developed London as a centre for the silk industry (Marriott 2011: 6). 
During the nineteenth century, Jewish immigrants settled in Spitalfields and established 
themselves within the clothing and textile industries (Kershen 2011). Irish communities 
have a long history of migration to the East End, including those who escaped the 
poverty and famine of nineteenth-century Ireland (Dench et al. 2006). Bangladeshi 
communities also have historical connections to the East End of London, with the first 
migrants working as lascars on British merchant ships (Alexander 2013). Further 
diasporic links between the East End and Bangladesh were established following the 
1971 War of Liberation, with communities from Sylhet continuing to settle in the area 
(Kershen 2011, Alexander 2013, Kabeer 2000). The Second World War and its 
aftermath generated further migration to the area as people fled conflict and persecution 
in Europe. The British government responded to a post-war labour shortage by 
recruiting migrants from the New Commonwealth and Britain’s former colonies, with 
the arrival of migrants from countries including India, Bangladesh, the Caribbean, 
Africa and Pakistan. In a study of ethnicity, class and aspiration in the ‘new East End’, 
Hamnett and Butler (2011) propose that the East End has undergone major changes in 
the form of a growing ‘minority ethnic middle class’, as post-war generations of 
migrants have moved out to East London’s suburbs.  
Migration and ethnic diversity have not only been intertwined with the East 
End’s history of trade and industry, but also with deprivation and conflict. Hamnett and 
Butler (2011: 4) argue that areas of the East End have been ‘resistant’ to the 
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gentrification that has transformed London over the last thirty years, emphasising the 
ways in which spatialised power structures impact upon communities. These power 
relations can also be seen in historical discourses that have portrayed the East End as a 
place of mystery, deprivation and danger. In a study of the ‘cultural construction’ of the 
East End, Newland (2008) proposes that the East End can be understood as a ‘spatial 
imaginary’. Newland describes how the East End was visualised as a place of disorder 
and disease, in contrast to modernist preoccupations with health and hygiene (2008: 
134). The East End has also been defined through constructions of race, specifically 
ideas of the non-western ‘other’ (Newland 2008). 
Research on migration and settlement in the East End has included a major 
focus on Bangladeshi communities, including diasporic connections between London 
and Sylhet, gendered work practices, issues of identity and contestations over memory 
and public space (Gardner 2002, Eade et al. 2002, Kabeer 2000, Kershen 2011). Jewish 
migration is prevalent within scholarship exploring the history of the East End and 
London as a whole (Marriott 2011, Eade 2000). Rodinsky’s Room (Lichtenstein and 
Sinclair 1999) studies the East End through the life of Jewish scholar David Rodinsky, 
who disappeared in 1969 and whose abandoned room above a synagogue was 
discovered twenty years later. The book traces connections between places and 
communities across landscapes of memory and diaspora, offering a multi-layered study 
of relationships between home, migration and the city. Contemporary studies of 
African diasporas in the area have included a focus on work strategies and racism 
among Ghanaian migrants (Vasta and Kandilige 2010, Herbert et al. 2008), and 
belonging and identity among Somali refugees (Phoenix 2011, Hopkins 2010, Griffiths 
2002).  
In contrast to the large body of scholarship on a diverse range of migrant groups 
within East London, there have been very few studies of Vietnamese communities. The 
majority of studies that do exist are focused on the re-settlement of Vietnamese 
refugees in the initial years after their arrival. In addition to examining the reception 
and support needs among the first refugees, several of these studies focused on 
unemployment and housing needs within Vietnamese refugee communities (Hale 1992, 
Robinson 1998, Tomlins et al. 2002). Whilst a small number of studies have since 
examined topics relating to Vietnamese people in contemporary London, these have 
largely been focused on transnational entrepreneurship in nail salons (Bagwell 2008, 
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2006) and the influence of particular ‘Confucian values’ within Vietnamese businesses 
in London (Hitchcock and Wesner 2009).  
Whilst the Vietnamese are a smaller population than many other migrant 
communities in London, their relative absence from the literature may be related to 
claims that they are ‘less visible’ than other migrant groups (Sims 2007: 3). Data from 
the 2011 census identifies Vietnamese populations living in Southeast as well as East 
London, including in Greenwich and Lewisham (ONS 2015). However, Hackney has 
been identified as a central location within London’s Vietnamese community, primarily 
due to the establishment of communities of refugees who were placed in local authority 
housing in the borough, as well as its high concentration of Vietnamese restaurants and 
nail salon businesses. Nevertheless, my research emphasises that discussions of 
‘Vietnamese communities’ should be situated within an understanding of the 
complexity of this term and the diverse population that it describes. 
Locating East London’s ‘Vietnamese community’ 
While the term ‘community’ is widespread within academic, policy-related and popular 
discourse, it is also a complex and problematic concept. Ideas of community have 
traditionally been linked with notions of place, locality and territory, such as 
neighbourhood, city, nation or diaspora (Bonnerjee et al. 2012: 10). Research on home 
and migration also recognises the intersections between religion, class, gender and 
politics within diasporic communities (Delanty 2010, Bonnerjee et al. 2012: 11). Whilst 
particular migrant or transnational groups may be regarded as communities, they are 
also affected by socio-economic, religious and political differences. In this sense, 
communities must be understood as potential sites of exclusion as well as belonging. 
Vietnamese communities in East London are heterogeneous, differing in terms of 
ethnic background, circumstances of migration, age, religion and socio-economic 
status. People who arrived as refugees have experienced particular challenges and often 
find support from living in close proximity to other Vietnamese people. Some remain 
close to other refugees after meeting during their journeys or in refugee camps. 
Vietnamese community organisations in East London offer the opportunity for refugees 
(some of whom are now in their seventies and eighties) to find a sense of 
companionship, to share Vietnamese food and to speak their own language with people 
who have survived similar experiences. However, divisions have also been reported to 
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exist within the refugee population, including between people from North and South 
Vietnam, who have distinct dialects, cultural backgrounds and migration experiences 
(Barber 2015).  
Compared to those who came as refugees, most of my participants are less 
attached to one area, move residence frequently and are embedded within multiple 
translocal and transnational networks. Some are highly mobile, and are able and 
prepared to relocate internationally in order to further their career prospects. 
Participants discuss their feelings of belonging and affiliation with a range of 
communities, including educational institutions, personal interests and faith groups. 
Such communities can be permanent or temporary, place-based or mobile, and operate 
within multiple spaces and scales, including online networks. Senses of community are 
often intertwined with the city itself, and can be experienced through journeys, 
memories and encounters. For participants whose housing circumstances are transient 
or precarious, public places in the city may be considered more significant as sites of 
belonging or home than domestic spaces.  
My research also explores how people create a sense of community in relation 
to their memories of home in Vietnam and through aspects of Vietnamese culture that 
are important across their diverse migration histories. Despite spending much of their 
adult lives in London, individuals who came as refugees discuss the practices and 
traditions that influenced their early lives and which continue to have a profound 
impact upon their identity. These include Vietnamese concepts of home, family and 
relationships with the ancestors. The impact of the Vietnam conflict is apparent in the 
narratives of younger participants, who discuss the effects of war on their families and 
share their opinions on the current political situation. My research also highlights the 
spaces and practices that connect Vietnamese migrants from different backgrounds, 
including workplaces and religious or cultural practices.  
This study is focused on the experiences of first generation migrants from a 
range of ages and backgrounds, and does not specifically examine relationships 
between the first and second generations (Barber (2015) explores relationships between 
the first and second generation Vietnamese in London). However, participants do 
discuss their family relationships and how they have been affected by migration. I also 
examine the different impacts of migration among younger and older migrants and 
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refugees, highlighting the particular challenges that were experienced by refugees 
including finding work and housing, overcoming language barriers and social isolation. 
Participants in this study are situated within the intensification of diversity in 
London as a whole. Vietnamese communities can be usefully studied within the 
framework of ‘super-diversity’, in which multiple ethnicities and statuses intersect, 
facilitated by increasingly complex connections between spaces, cultures, persons and 
groups (Vertovec 2007). Theories of super-diversity are particularly relevant with 
regard to the arrival of recent migrant groups and those without a colonial link to 
Britain, both of which apply to Vietnamese migrants in the UK. Super-diversity 
frameworks also propose a move away from ideas of fixed groups based on ethnicity, 
attending instead to overlapping variations in language, religion, class, gender and 
immigration status, as well as increasing diversity in migrants’ countries of origin 
(Vertovec 2007). Furthermore, super-diversity perspectives point to increasing 
diversity of migrant flows not only to London as a whole, but also within particular 
localities. Vertovec (2007) notes that although migrant communities are often assumed 
to settle in particular areas of the city, most migrant groups in London are relatively 
dispersed within multiple localities. Therefore, whilst acknowledging the extent to 
which newly arrived migrants may settle in areas with established immigrant 
communities, it should not be assumed that particular groups are fixed to certain urban 
places (Vertovec 2007: 1042). This is also the case among Vietnamese migrants in 
London. Whilst Vietnamese refugees originally established communities within East 
and Southeast London, the census data suggests that Vietnamese populations are 
increasingly located within several different areas of the city. In his analysis of super-
diversity within specific localities in London, Vertovec draws upon Pratt’s (1998) 
discussion of place and identity formation which speaks to the complex relationships 
between identity, culture and place: 
There is deep suspicion about mapping cultures onto places, because 
multiple cultures and identities inevitably inhabit a single place…and a 
single cultural identity is often situated in multiple, interconnected spaces 
(Pratt 1998: 27).  
Building upon these arguments, my thesis will explore relationships between home, 
work and the city in relation to a range of spaces, sites and scales, whilst remaining 
attentive to the multiple identities within them. 
 
!
!
63!
!
Conclusion 
This chapter has established a conceptual framework for researching relationships 
between home, work and the city among Vietnamese migrants in East London. The 
theories within this framework are drawn from a range of inter-disciplinary bodies of 
scholarship, including critical geographies of home, migration and diaspora and urban 
studies. My research offers a distinctive contribution to these areas of literature through 
a conceptual framework that combines perspectives on home, migration and belonging 
in the context of the city with a focus on practices of work and urban mobility. 
Furthermore, I argue that research on home and migration must examine individual 
experiences of mobility and belonging in relation to the wider power relations with 
which they are intertwined. My conceptual framework not only encompasses individual 
experiences of home and mobility, but also their relationship to precarious work, 
transient housing conditions and shifting immigration policies. My research is situated 
within concepts of home as a multi-scalar site, imaginary and set of emotions that can 
be experienced across transnational space (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Whilst critical 
geographies of home emphasise its fluid, processual nature and its connections with 
other sites and spaces, my research also draws upon Vietnamese concepts of home and 
its connections with the wider world (McAllister 2012, Bayly 2013). By considering 
this literature in combination with research on home, migration and the city, my 
research reveals the parallels that can be drawn between specifically Vietnamese 
perspectives and a broader recognition of the inter-connectedness of home with other 
sites, practices and relationships. Whilst this conceptual framework draws upon several 
different bodies of work, perspectives of translocality have emerged as being 
particularly relevant for theorising connections between homes and cities in London 
and Vietnam and between people, places, practices and objects in migrant home-
making (Brickell and Datta 2011). I have also drawn upon perspectives that emphasise 
the role of the city within migrants’ experiences of home (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, 
Blunt et al. 2013a) and concepts of navigation and urban learning in relation to 
dwelling, work and urban mobility (Knowles 2014, McFarlane 2011). Building upon 
these perspectives, I argue that migrants’ ideas and practices of home and work are not 
only influenced by the urban environment, but also contribute to its on-going 
transformation as they inhabit and move around and between cities. A key conceptual 
contribution of this research is therefore its examination of the interpenetration of the 
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personal, collective and geopolitical in migrants’ experiences of home, work and 
belonging in the city.  
The next chapter of this thesis establishes the methodological framework that I 
developed in order to carry out the research, considering the approaches, innovations 
and challenges that are involved in researching domestic space and practice, work and 
urban mobility. I examine the ethical and practical questions that are raised by my 
research, focusing on issues of positionality and the challenges of conducting research 
in multiple domestic and urban spaces. My research is situated within a wider 
partnership between the Geffrye Museum and Queen Mary, University of London 
(QMUL). I reflect upon how this collaboration has enabled a number of opportunities 
for engagement and dissemination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
!
!
65!
!
Chapter 3 
Researching home, work and the city in contexts of mobility: 
methodological frameworks and research encounters 
 
The aim of my research is to explore relationships between home and work for 
Vietnamese people in East London, including the ways in which work (within and 
beyond the home) impacts upon domestic life, the role of work in enabling a sense of 
home or belonging, and the extent to which migrants may feel at home or not at home 
in the city. These research aims require a methodological framework that enables an 
analysis of the multi-scalar, material and imaginative connections not only between 
home, work and the city, but also between local and transnational sites in Vietnam and 
East London. My research also requires an understanding of temporal and spatial 
dimensions of home, work and migration and the relationships between them.  
The methodological framework designed for this study is situated within an 
established body of scholarship on domestic spaces and practices, including research on 
routine practices of domestic work, acts of home-making and everyday life in the home 
(Blunt and Dowling 2006, Pink 2007, Miller 2001). Other research has examined the 
ways in which domestic possessions are intertwined with memory and identity (2012, 
Hurdley 2006, Pink 2004) and the ways in which senses of home can be evoked across 
diasporic space though objects, landscapes and places (Burrell 2014b, Blunt and 
Bonnerjee 2013, Lahiri 2011, Tolia-Kelly 2004). This body of research is framed 
within broader debates about practice, not only in terms of understanding home through 
the actions that are performed in domestic space, but also in debates surrounding how 
researchers can analyse domestic spaces and the practices that take place within them 
(Blunt and John 2014, Hitchings 2012).  
Alongside a focus on domesticity and home-making in contexts of migration, 
my research is also concerned with practices of work and the ways in which 
participants navigate, relate to and inhabit the city. I am also interested in the ways in 
which home, work and migration are experienced through intersecting relations of 
gender, class, age and ethnicity. This combination of the material, emotional and 
geopolitical raises multiple challenges in terms of identifying and interpreting 
relationships between home, work, migration and everyday life in the city. Alongside 
methodological issues, multiple ethical challenges are raised by my research. These 
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include the study of individual practices and relationships with and in participants’ 
homes, places of work and other urban locations. 
My research was developed as part of a Collaborative Doctoral Award (CDA) 
with the Geffrye Museum of the Home, and has involved multiple forms of 
engagement with individuals, groups and organisations beyond the academy. The study 
has been shaped by this collaboration in multiple ways, including through the 
intellectual and practical guidance of my supervisors at QMUL and at the Geffrye, as 
well as curatorial and community engagement outputs that have been developed as part 
of the project. The research has also involved extensive engagement with Vietnamese 
individuals and community organisations. Throughout the research process, I have 
drawn upon methodological approaches that support an ethic of collaboration with 
participants and with the different contributors and audiences who have engaged with 
the research outputs.  
This chapter discusses the methodological approach and contributions of my 
study, addressing the value of in-depth qualitative research for studying relationships 
between home, work and migration for Vietnamese people in East London. It begins 
with an outline of the methodological framework that I designed to address my research 
questions. I discuss the significance of focusing on individual life histories in 
combination with visual methods to explore personal experiences and practices of 
home, work, migration and the city. The chapter also provides individual biographies of 
the participants who contributed to the research, emphasising the significance of their 
narratives of home, work and migration to the research as a whole. I then examine the 
methodological and ethical considerations that are relevant to conducting research in a 
variety of domestic and urban spaces. I offer a reflexive account of my positionality 
and interactions with participants, taking a critical approach to ‘insider/outsider’ 
dichotomies within migration research (Botterill 2015, Ryan 2015).  
Researching home, work, migration and the city: methodological approaches 
The methodological framework adopted within my research builds on several 
established approaches that have been used to study home, work, mobility and 
everyday life in the city. In order to address the multi-scalar, material and imaginative 
dimensions of home, work and the city between East London and Vietnam, I have 
designed a methodological framework which combines qualitative interviews, visual 
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and material perspectives on home while also examining participants’ everyday 
practices and mobilities in relation to work and to the city. Whilst this framework 
draws upon methodologies that have been used across multiple areas of research, these 
approaches share a focus on in-depth qualitative research in order to explore lived 
experiences of home, work, mobility and urban life. In particular, my approach draws 
upon perspectives in which people’s understanding of the social world is seen to 
emerge from their everyday practices (de Certeau 1984, Hitchings 2012, Simonsen 
2007). This framework views embodied action as a crucial foundation for 
subjectivities, meanings and social relationships, as Simonsen (2007) describes:  
My main concern is with embodied or practical knowledges and their 
formation in people’s everyday lives, with the world of emotions, desire and 
imagination, and with the infinitude of encounters through which we make 
the world and are made by it in turn. (Simonsen 2007: 168) 
Research in the social sciences and humanities has increasingly been influenced by 
what has come to be known as the ‘practice turn’ (Blunt and John 2014). This 
development has theoretical roots within Bourdieu’s concept of habitus: an internalised 
disposition developed through routine actions, through which people learn about norms 
of conduct within social life (Bourdieu 1977). The turn towards practice has also been 
strongly influenced by de Certeau’s (1984) work on the practices of everyday life in the 
city. De Certeau (1984) emphasised the importance of ‘know-how’: a form of 
embodied knowledge that is crucial to negotiating everyday urban life, describing 
‘know-how’ as ‘an intuitive or reflex ability, which is almost invisible and whose status 
remains unrecognised’ (De Certeau 1984: 69). Know-how is a form of tacit, practical 
knowledge (distinct from theoretical knowledge) that is developed through ongoing 
practice, and also aligns with ideas of skills as capacities that are developed through 
everyday, embodied and improvised activity (Duguid 2005). These perspectives on 
practice have been drawn upon in a range of studies that examine how people negotiate 
and construct their lives through practice, including those that focus upon practices of 
dwelling in and moving around the city (Jackson 2012, Royston 2014, Simonsen 2007).   
Methodological challenges in research on home and domesticity 
The practice-based approach has been particularly influential within studies of home, as 
researchers have used interviews, ethnographic and participatory methods to study 
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domestic practice and the objects and spaces that are involved in home-making (Miller 
2001, Pink 2004, Tolia-Kelly 2004). However, such research raises numerous 
methodological questions, including whether and how it is possible to analyse and 
represent spaces and practices that are routine, taken-for-granted, intimate or hidden 
(Blunt and John 2014). 
Responding to such concerns, scholars have devised innovative methods 
through which to study domestic practices and spaces including photography, material 
culture, participatory video and ethnographic methods (Burrell 2014a, Brickell 2015, 
Hurdley 2006, Pink 2004, Tolia-Kelly 2004). An increasing number of scholars have 
also questioned whether interviews are an appropriate method for researching everyday 
practice, responding with a variety of methods that aim to capture social life ‘as it 
happens’ (Dowling et al. 2015). Among an expanding range of methodological 
techniques, researchers have drawn upon place-based and mobile interviews (Latham 
2003, Laurier and Philo 2006, Lobo 2013) in order to examine the routine, embodied 
and unconscious activities of travel, social interaction and home-making in the city. 
This increased focus on material, mobile and affective methodologies also reflects a 
broader turn towards the non- or more-than-representational within geographical 
research (Macpherson 2010, Thrift and Dewsbury 2000). However, other scholars 
argue that interviews remain efficient and useful methods for revealing insights into 
routine practices, and that participants are able to talk about practices that may seem 
habitual, obvious or mundane (Dowling et al. 2015, Hitchings 2012).  
Alongside the challenges of accessing everyday practices such as those that take 
place in the home, research is increasingly reflecting upon what is included (and 
excluded) within ideas of the ‘domestic’. Recent scholars have called for an increased 
focus on ‘alternative domesticities’, recognising the diversity of domestic practice and 
experience (Pilkey et al. 2015). Writing at the intersection between literature on home 
and lesbian, gay and queer studies, Pilkey et al. (2015) propose a definition of 
domesticity that engages with the plurality of identities and experiences that take place 
within and are constitutive of the domestic: 
Here, the domestic does not solely refer to home-space or a set of normative 
domestic relations and domestic practices, which are often understood 
through a set of relationships bound to marriage, family, religion, and 
economy. Instead, it also encapsulates the multiple experiences founded in 
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emotions, kinship, friendship, homelessness, care, and different flows of 
power within and beyond the household. (Pilkey et al. 2015: 127). 
This description points to the multiple dimensions of domesticity and how it might be 
practiced by individuals and within households, and raises further questions with regard 
to how researchers might access and analyse such diverse experiences and 
relationships. This definition also has relevance to experiences of home in relation to 
migration, when domestic practices and relationships may be disrupted or transformed 
through mobility. 
My research is not only concerned with everyday practices that take place in the 
home, but also examines individuals’ emotional and imaginative relationships with 
ideas of home and where or when it might be located. However, this aspect of the study 
provokes further questions as to how my research can access imaginative, remembered 
and emotional dimensions of home. Researchers on home have used life history 
interviews, visual methods and studies of domestic objects and interiors in order to 
explore ideas, meanings and sensory memories of home in the context of diaspora 
(Burrell 2014b, Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Lahiri 2011, Tolia-Kelly 2004). Scholars 
are increasingly drawing upon a combination of qualitative approaches in order to 
produce a multi-sensory account of how home is experienced. My research contributes 
to methodological approaches to the study of home through its use of semi-structured 
interviews alongside visual methods, ethnography and material culture perspectives. 
Drawing upon this range of qualitative approaches enables my research to address the 
relationships between practices, objects, ideas and emotions and how they are 
interwoven in participants’ experiences of home and the city. 
Researching home, migration and the city: beyond ‘methodological nationalism’ 
In addition to methodological challenges relating to the study of home, my research is 
also situated within debates surrounding approaches to migration and diaspora. 
Geographies of transnational migration have examined the movements and practices of 
individual migrants, alongside studying flows of capital, commodities and ideas 
(Appadurai 1996, Mitchell 2003). Research on transnationality in relation to the city is 
similarly diverse, encompassing cosmopolitan encounters and ideas of citizenship, 
everyday urban practices and the importance of local and transnational networks in 
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shaping migrants’ practices and forms of belonging (Amin 2002, Binnie et al. 2006, 
Hannerz 1996, Smith 2005, Young et al. 2006).  
Another body of work studies relationships between transnational home-making 
practices and ideas of belonging and identity (Al-Ali and Koser 2002, Fortier 2000, 
Portes 1996, Salih 2002, Smith 2001, Walsh 2006a, Walsh 2006b). However, recent 
research has called for scholars to attend to the increasingly complex, non-linear nature 
of migration and the multiple sites and processes that it includes (Glick Schiller and 
Çağlar 2011, Levitt and Jaworsky 2007, Vertovec 2007). A number of studies have 
proposed methodological approaches for the study of relationships between localities 
and for examining connections between mobility and dwelling (Blunt and Bonnerjee 
2013, Brickell and Datta 2011, Guarnizo and Smith 1998, Lahiri 2011). 
Alongside an increased focus on translocal as well as transnational practices and 
networks, recent scholarship has critiqued the ways in which the city is presented ‘as a 
location more than an analytical focus’ (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013) or as a ‘container’ 
for migrants’ practices and mobilities (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2011). A focus on the 
significance of cities in understandings of diaspora is framed within debates on 
‘methodological nationalism’, in which transnational communities are assumed to be 
connected by a common national identity or attachment to a territorial ‘homeland’ 
(Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009, Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). Blunt and 
Bonnerjee (2013) contribute to understanding migration at the scale of the city rather 
than the nation through research on Anglo-Indian and Chinese Calcuttan communities 
in Toronto and London. In terms of methodology, Blunt and Bonnerjee’s research 
reveals the importance of the city as home through the interview narratives of Anglo-
Indian and Chinese Calcuttans. The study also included ethnographic research in 
participants’ homes and at social events (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013: 226). Participants’ 
memories of Calcutta as home are articulated in relation to their narratives of living in 
London and Toronto, highlighting connections between these diasporic cities (Blunt 
and Bonnerjee 2013: 227). In another study that emphasises the city as a site of home, 
Blunt et al. (2013a) examine return visits to Calcutta by Anglo-Indian and Jewish 
Calcuttans who now live in London, Toronto and Israel, revealing the importance of the 
city (more than the nation or homeland) as a site of diasporic return in later life. 
My research contributes to scholarship on the city as home through its focus on 
participants’ attachments to cities in Vietnam (Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City) and the 
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city of London. Participants’ narratives of home-making and everyday practice in 
London are discussed in relation to remembered homes and cities in Vietnam, 
articulating translocal connections between these cities. Alongside the significance of 
individual narratives of urban dwelling, work and mobility in Vietnam and East 
London, my research highlights the importance of particular objects and practices in the 
formation of these translocal relationships. Furthermore, my research contributes to 
understandings of the ‘city scale’ in migration studies through its analysis of multiple 
ideas of home among Vietnamese migrants in London. While some participants 
articulate a sense of attachment to Vietnam as a nation, this is situated within concepts 
of the ancestral homeland (quê hương), which is viewed as distinct from ideas of the 
present home or household (McAllister 2012, Jellema 2007b).  
Unlike studies which conduct multi-sited research in locations of migration and 
sites of return or origin (Blunt et al. 2013a, Christou 2011, Sheringham 2012, Sinatti 
2008), my research is grounded in East London whilst exploring practices, memories 
and imaginings of home, work and urban life in Vietnam through participants’ 
narratives, objects and images. Recent scholarship notes that the study of translocal 
practices and relationships does not only entail conducting research in multiple 
locations. As Boccagni (2014) argues: 
The challenge for ethnographers…lies less in staying in more sites than in 
sensing and understanding the relationships between them and the social 
practices on which this connectedness relies (Boccagni 2014: 1). 
Whilst not being physically present in Vietnam has presented challenges when 
researching participants’ discussions of home, work and urban life there, I am confident 
that the multi-faceted approach adopted by my research reveals the relationality of 
connections between homes, practices and mobilities in East London and urban 
Vietnam.  
My methodological framework also draws upon approaches to the ways in 
which migrants navigate and come to know the city (Anjaria and McFarlane 2011, 
Knowles 2014, McFarlane 2011). Several of these studies examine the role of work 
within migrants’ everyday lives in the city, including how work might be connected to 
spaces and practices of home and to wider forms of belonging (Datta 2012, Knowles 
2014). A growing body of scholarship within urban geographies examines the ways in 
which cities are produced through lived experiences, imaginaries and contestations 
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(Anjaria and McFarlane 2011: 2). Urban geographers also attend to the materialities of 
the city and how they are used and contested by urban actors, providing what Anjaria 
and McFarlane describe as ‘a material geography of how things get done in the city’ 
(2011: 3). Studies within this framework have explored aspects of urban infrastructure, 
commodities and resources that shape and are shaped by social, economic and political 
processes (Anand 2011, Gandy 2008). Several scholars of urban navigation have 
employed multi-sited ethnographies, in which the researcher attends to participants’ 
practices of work, home-making and routine journeys around the city, often combining 
ethnography with formal interviews and visual methods (Knowles 2014, McFarlane 
2011).  
Geographers have also highlighted the agency of migrants in re-shaping the city 
through ‘acts of contemporary place making’, emphasising the importance of the city 
scale within international migration (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009). Research has 
focused upon the translocal journeys made by individuals, families and communities, 
using ethnographic methods within multiple research sites (Appadurai 1996, Page 
2010, Knowles 2014). In research on the economic and cultural life of a street in South 
London, Hall (2013) develops a ‘trans-ethnography’ to engage with three inter-
connected dimensions of the city:  
The symbolic city addresses the notion of the city as a ‘whole’ and the macro 
forms of representation that depict an overview of accelerated migration and 
urban change. The collective city refers to a recognizable urban area (in our 
case, the street) within which a shared range of intercultural practices emerge. 
Finally, the intimate city focuses on the microcosmic dimensions of up-close 
interaction and expression within shop interiors, where forms of identity 
merge with the imperatives of livelihood (Hall 2013: 24, emphasis in 
original). 
Adopting a trans-ethnographic framework enables Hall’s research to examine not only 
the socio-economic processes and power relations that contribute to urban diversity, but 
also how migrants adapt to and re-shape the city through everyday practices and 
cultural exchange. However, Hall’s (2013) conceptualisation of the ‘intimate city’ does 
not include a specific focus on home or urban dwelling. Research by Blunt and 
Sheringham (2015) examines the relationship between ‘domestic urbanism’ and ‘urban 
domesticities’, understanding the city as a site of dwelling and mobility that is shaped 
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by connections within and across other cities and communities. This includes ideas of 
home that reach beyond the domestic interior and concepts of the city that are not 
restricted to the domestication of public space (Blunt and Sheringham 2015). My 
research contributes to methodological approaches to the city as a site of dwelling and 
mobility through its analysis of participants’ narratives, practices and interactions 
within domestic, work-related and urban spaces, revealing the multi-scalar connections 
between domestic, local, urban and transnational dimensions of home. 
Designing a methodological framework 
The methodological framework for this study has been developed to enable a multi-
faceted study of home, work and migration for Vietnamese people in East London. This 
approach was designed in relation to my original research questions, and sought to 
examine participants’ everyday practices in relation to home, work and the city, as well 
as their memories, imaginings and emotional experiences of home and migration in the 
contexts of East London and Vietnam. This study does not aim to produce data that is 
representative of all Vietnamese migrants in East London. Instead, my research is 
concerned with everyday practices and personal experiences of home and work among 
Vietnamese people with diverse migration histories who now live and/or work in East 
London. This focus on subjective experience and practice could not have been captured 
by a survey-based approach, and in-depth qualitative research was selected as the most 
appropriate methodology.  
Within this methodological framework, my specific approach comprised semi-
structured interviews and visual methods, including photography in participants’ homes 
and of objects within them. I conducted repeat semi-structured interviews with twenty-
two participants between the ages of twenty and seventy-one, of whom eleven were 
female and eleven were male. Participants included men and women from a range of 
backgrounds, occupations, faiths and circumstances of migration from Vietnam, 
including some who arrived in the UK as refugees following the Vietnam War and 
others who arrived for work or education in more recent years (participant biographies 
can be found on p.96). While the majority of interviews were conducted within 
participants’ homes, others were conducted in their workplaces (which were also home 
for some individuals) or in public spaces, depending on participants’ housing and work 
situations and preferences. In addition to the repeat interviews with participants, I also 
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carried out ethnographic research at religious sites, social activities and cultural events. 
This focus on practices and experiences of home, work and migration within multiple 
sites has enabled my research to explore the complex, dynamic relationships between 
home, work and the city in contexts of mobility. 
Qualitative interviews and narrative analysis 
The methods used within my research are situated within an established body of 
scholarship on home, migration and everyday life in the city. The topic of home has 
been approached from a range of methodological standpoints, often based within 
qualitative perspectives which aim to gather a rich, detailed account of meanings, 
practices and experiences of home (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Many studies of home 
draw upon people’s everyday lives, memories and experiences in their own words, all 
of which can be encompassed within the term ‘life stories’ (Blunt 2003). The life 
stories approach includes the study of texts (such as diaries, letters or autobiographies) 
as well as oral history interviews, focus groups or ethnographic research enabling the 
study of life stories ‘in person’ (Blunt 2003: 71). Discussing her research on imperial 
domesticity in British India, Blunt (2003) argues that personal narratives not only 
describe the details of individual lives, but also reveal the wider stories of domesticity, 
feminism and imperialism within which they are embedded (Blunt 2003: 75). Drawing 
upon personal stories thus enables research to preserve a sense of the individuality of a 
person’s life alongside interpreting broader themes or relationships. Oral histories have 
been used to study experiences of home in the present as well as people’s memories of 
former homes or domestic practices. They are considered particularly valuable for 
relating personal experiences to wider political events, and for revealing aspects of 
everyday experience that are overlooked in other sources (Perks and Thomson 2006).  
The study of personal narrative has become significant across a range of studies 
in human geography, and can be viewed as part of a wider shift towards understanding 
knowledge as situated and partial rather than an objective ‘truth’ (Haraway 1991, Cloke 
et al. 2005). However, while a number of parallels can be drawn between oral history 
and geographical research, some geographers have pointed to a neglect of space, place 
and scale within oral history (Andrews et al. 2006, Riley and Harvey 2007). Other 
scholars have combined aspects of oral history with spatial perspectives in order to 
study relationships between home and migration (Lahiri 2011, McDowell 2005, Tolia-
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Kelly 2004). Recent research draws upon oral histories to explore the ways in which 
homes are reconstructed across diasporic space (Lahiri 2011), and to examine the city 
as a site of home within diaspora (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt et al. 2013a).  
Oral histories share a number of features with the wider category of the 
qualitative interview, a method that is widely used within geography and throughout 
social research. Qualitative interviews are considered to be valuable for revealing 
personal attitudes, values and meanings and for ‘giving voice’ to the experiences of 
people who may have been overlooked or misrepresented (Byrne 2004). This aspect is 
particularly relevant for researchers who work with marginalised or vulnerable groups. 
However, whilst oral history interviews share a number of features with other 
qualitative interviews, there are notable differences between them. Oral history 
interviews focus on memories of the past and involve listening to personal stories that 
relate to wider historical themes (Blunt 2003). In addition, oral history interviews are 
usually conducted chronologically and encourage the participant to create their own 
narrative of the past. Qualitative interviews are often (but not always) focused upon 
people’s practices and experiences in the present. Most qualitative interviews can be 
placed along a continuum, from a highly structured questionnaire to a non-directed 
interaction without any pre-planned questions (Valentine 1997). In practice, many 
geographers adopt a version of the semi-structured approach, often using a list of 
themes that they aim to cover during the interview whilst allowing for flexibility and 
individual responses (Valentine 1997). 
Distinctions between the oral history interview and the semi-structured 
approach have been particularly relevant within my research. Prior to beginning my 
fieldwork, I had planned to conduct oral history interviews that would enable a focus 
on participants’ past and present homes and migration histories, as well as revealing 
relationships between home, work and the wider city. However, after conducting some 
initial interviews, I found that participants generally preferred a more defined list of 
themes or topics including a mixture of open-ended and closed questions. They also 
seemed uncomfortable with long periods of silence and were unlikely to give lengthy, 
descriptive responses. Whilst this is likely to be related to the language differences 
between us (discussed in depth later on in the chapter), I generally found participants to 
be more confident and responsive to a semi-structured interview technique in which I 
responded using verbal and non-verbal prompts and cues.  
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Alongside the qualitative interview, my methodological framework also draws 
upon a range of different approaches to the study of narrative (Botterill 2015, Valentine 
and Sadgrove 2012, Wiles et al. 2005). In addition to using an interview to examine 
particular themes, events or experiences, narrative analysis attends to ‘the embedded 
meanings and evaluations of the speaker and their context’ (Wiles et al. 2005: 90). 
Narrative approaches propose that people attach meanings to events and experiences 
through talking about them and, in so doing, construct a particular version of 
themselves and the world (Valentine and Sadgrove 2012: 2053). Narrative analysis has 
theoretical roots within a number of disciplines, including linguistics, anthropology and 
psychoanalysis. As a methodological approach, it has become increasingly established 
within geography due to its focus on ‘the way that spaces and social relations are 
reproduced through talk’ (Wiles et al. 2005: 91), and its attention to the social contexts, 
positionalities and performative aspects of the interview encounter (Valentine and 
Sadgrove 2012, Botterill 2015). My approach draws upon narrative analysis through its 
focus on the individual life stories of participants and their prominence within the 
research. Rather than drawing upon interview data only to explain or illustrate 
particular themes, I aim to maintain a sense of each individual narrative, including 
through the placement of detailed participant biographies at the centre of the thesis. 
Secondly, when analysing interview data, I have examined the contextual and non-
verbal aspects of the interviews as well as the spoken and written dialogue, considering 
the interview as knowledge that is co-created in the research encounter (Botterill 2015). 
Later in this chapter, I consider the issues that are raised by conducting interviews in 
participants’ second languages, discussing issues of translation, ethics and power 
relations.  
I developed an interview schedule that was designed to enable participants to 
discuss their home-making practices in East London, memories of past homes in 
Vietnam, their experiences of migration and of working in and inhabiting the city. In 
reality, the schedule and ordering of topics varied between participants, depending on 
how individuals interpreted the questions, whether they were relevant to them and the 
topics that they wanted to discuss. The topics were deliberately broad in order to 
encompass spatial, temporal, material and emotional aspects of home, and to encourage 
participants to shape the direction of the interview. Participants were invited to talk 
about how they decorate, furnish and use the rooms in their present home and the ways 
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in which their work may be connected to or separated from spaces of care, leisure and 
socialising. Imaginative and emotional dimensions of home were explored by asking 
participants what ‘home’ means to them and the spaces, practices or objects in which it 
may be situated or re-created. I also included questions about participants’ experiences 
of work and education, and whether work may enable a sense of belonging to a specific 
community (such as Vietnamese people in Hackney) or to wider communities in the 
East End, the city of London and beyond.  
Whilst I initially started the interviews in a broadly chronological order, 
beginning with participants’ memories of growing up in Vietnam and coming to the 
UK, I found this to be a somewhat formal way of beginning the interview. Moreover, I 
was concerned that people who had undergone traumatic experiences could feel 
uncomfortable if asked about their migration histories at the start of the interview. I 
therefore changed the order of the interview questions, beginning with topics such as 
work, family and East London and moving on to talk about their migration experience 
when it had been established that they felt comfortable to do so. I endeavoured to ask 
questions sensitively, to listen with empathy and to monitor the dynamics of the 
interview to ensure that participants felt secure and in control of the process. 
The locations in which interviews took place were also important in my 
research design, particularly as I aimed to examine practices of home-making and work 
within the home and other urban sites. In addition to a focus on multiple sites of home 
and work, I also recognise the significance of the spatial context of interviews and how 
the dynamics of the research encounter are influenced by the interview location (Pink 
2004, Wallace 2012). The ethical challenges that are raised by conducting research in 
participants’ homes and other spaces are discussed in a later section of this chapter.  
All but three of my interviews were recorded using a digital audio recorder after 
gaining consent to do so from each participant. Three participants chose not to have 
their interviews recorded, asking me to take notes instead. These individuals cited 
different reasons for declining to be recorded, including feelings of anxiety about 
having their exact words on record and a lack of confidence in their spoken English. 
For one participant, the concern was linked to their irregular migration status and fear 
of their identity being exposed, despite my reassurances that anonymity would be 
maintained. The individual’s worries about being recorded were also related to some 
uncertainty about my role as a researcher attached to a higher education institution. 
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Whilst I endeavoured to reassure participants that I would not share their personal 
details and was not connected to any offices of government or law, I also understood 
their concerns, particularly because some Vietnamese businesses have been subject to 
unannounced inspections by customs, revenue and immigration agencies. In each case, 
I prioritised participants’ safety and well-being, explaining the nature of the research 
and their right to withdraw from the study at any point. In relation to interviews that 
were not recorded, I made notes during the discussion and wrote up a fuller summary 
afterwards. I also kept a research diary in which I recorded details relating to the 
research contexts, meetings with individual participants and events in which I observed 
or participated. I referred back to this diary during coding and analysis of the interview 
data, as well as when writing the thesis. In addition to providing contextual 
information, the field diary also captures my emotional responses to the research and 
the relationships that I developed with participants. I quote from this diary at several 
points in the thesis, including descriptions of participants’ homes and when discussing 
issues of power and positionality within the research. 
Visual methods and material culture perspectives 
Alongside in-depth qualitative interviews, my research draws upon approaches that 
emphasise the importance of the visual and material within experiences of home, 
belonging and urban mobility (Burrell 2014b, Datta 2012, Parrott 2014). In adopting 
these perspectives, my research aims to explore participants’ embodied experiences of 
home-making including practices that may be routine, overlooked or not easily 
described in an interview setting. However, I also draw upon visual and material 
approaches in order to explore multi-sensory, emotional and imaginative aspects of 
home, work, migration and urban life. It is now widely acknowledged that home is 
something that is imagined, felt and remembered as well as built or inhabited, and that 
experiences of home can stretch into neighbourhoods, cities and across transnational 
space (Blunt and Dowling 2006). Objects and images are therefore relevant for 
exploring aspects of home that are sensed and embodied. The materiality of domestic 
spaces and objects is also an important part of my collaboration with the Geffrye 
Museum, which has a particular interest in people’s relationships with their domestic 
possessions. In addition to the importance of visual and material data within my 
research, the process of visually documenting participants’ homes and domestic 
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possessions has enabled some of this material to become part of the museum collection 
(with separate consent from each participant). I discuss this process later in this chapter. 
My research builds upon interdisciplinary perspectives that explore 
relationships between people and their material environments, and examine how 
objects and images can evoke particular emotional responses within different social, 
temporal and geographical contexts (Svašek 2014, Parrott 2014). Drawing upon 
perspectives of embodiment, sensation and the emotions, material culture scholars note 
that objects, images and sensations can trigger feelings and memories of home that can 
also be evoked or reproduced in new places (Svašek 2014, Tolia-Kelly 2004). A 
growing number of scholars draw upon the material home and domestic objects to 
explore home-making practices, concepts of identity and ideas of public and private 
(Burrell 2014a, Hurdley 2006, Miller 2001, Pink 2004). Studies have also explored the 
role of domestic objects in creating and remembering homes across diasporic space 
(Burrell 2014b, Tolia-Kelly 2004, Parrott 2014, Walsh 2006a, Walsh 2006b). Such 
research has employed a range of methods, including object biographies, ethnography 
and the discussion of domestic objects as part of qualitative interviews (Burrell 2014a, 
Pink 2004, Tolia-Kelly 2004, Walsh 2006a, Walsh 2006b).  
The emphasis on domestic material culture has emerged from a converging 
interest in materiality across several disciplines. Material culture perspectives have a 
long history within anthropology, as ethnographers have studied the practical, cultural 
and spiritual elements of objects and how they are connected across time and space 
(Appadurai 1986, Cieraad 1999, Miller 1998). Miller (2001) draws upon material 
culture perspectives to investigate the agency of the home and relationships between 
people and their possessions. There is also an increasing emphasis on material cultures 
within geography, as scholars focus on spatiality, materiality and embodiment in 
relation to home, migration and the city (Anderson and Tolia-Kelly 2004, Jackson 
2000, Lees 2002). Connections between domestic objects and identities have also been 
widely theorised (Hurdley 2006, Miller 2001; 2008, Parrott 2014). Objects have been 
theorised as ‘carriers’ of personal or collective importance with the capacity to evoke a 
stable sense of identity in conditions of movement (Parkin 1999).  
Writing on the social and cultural significance of photography, Nair (2015) 
considers how photography has transformed from a significant, even ‘magical’ event 
that sought to ‘capture’ and represent experience, into a ubiquitous form of 
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documenting the familiar and the everyday. Documentary photography, for example, 
was initially viewed as a medium through which suffering and injustice could be made 
visible, and through which the ‘other’ could be understood (Nair 2015). However, 
whilst images may no longer be regarded as extraordinary ways of intervening in time 
and space, Nair argues that ‘the visual has become a key instrument in mediating the 
world around us’. Photography provides a means of constructing the self and 
navigating social contexts. Through giving prominence to the ‘ordinary’ dimensions of 
(re)making home in the city, images articulate the everyday challenges that are 
experienced by migrants, but they also highlight the radical potential of migration to 
transform ideas of the ‘other’ and living with difference (Nair 2015). My research 
draws upon the potential for images to render the familiar unfamiliar, as it engages with 
images of the ‘everydayness’ of home, work and the city in contexts of migration. I 
analyse these images alongside participants’ narratives of home, work and the city, 
providing a multi-sensory account of the practices, objects and relationships that are 
part of home, work and urban life for individual migrants. 
Whilst analyses of visual culture often focus on the ways in which images 
signify particular meanings, a number of scholars emphasise the sensorial and affective 
dimensions of objects and images (Edwards 2010, Milič 2014, Mitchell 2005, Tolia-
Kelly 2004). Edwards (2010) argues that photographs are not straightforward visual 
documents, but should be understood as ‘multi-sensory objects, which in turn elicit 
multi-sensory responses that shape and enhance the emotional engagement with the 
visual trace of the past’ (Edwards 2010: 23). Mitchell (2005) discusses the multi-
sensory agency of images, noting that the perception of artefacts and images does not 
only involve vision. For example, when migrant worshippers visit a temple in their new 
environment, they experience not only the sight of religious images, but also the smell 
of incense and sounds of prayer, chanting or singing (Svašek 2014: 11). This 
combination of multi-sensory experiences can evoke a feeling of continuity, belonging 
or home. Recent scholarship argues that domestic possessions are not simply ‘identity 
markers’ or reminders of a homeland, but involve layers of emotion and sensation that 
are interwoven with cultural and personal values (Edwards 2010, Parrott 2014).  
Other perspectives examine how the meanings of objects or images may be 
transformed in processes of mobility. Discussing the significance of photographs of the 
Dalai Lama among members of the exiled Tibetan diaspora, Harris (2001) notes that 
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these images do not only evoke religious feelings, but are drawn upon to generate a 
sense of solidarity and resistance against Chinese politics. In a study of migrants and 
their domestic possessions, Parrott (2014) proposes that people’s relationships with 
their objects can reveal how their lives are re-shaped by migration and illuminate their 
feelings about these migration experiences. Importantly, Parrott (2014: 51) notes that 
objects may have ‘uncontrolled’ emotional effects, describing how things that were 
intended to bring a sense of comfort may evoke feelings of loss or isolation in a new 
location.  
The study of people’s relationships with objects may not be straightforward to 
access through the ‘traditional’ interview. Several scholars have drawn upon visual 
methods in order to enable a multi-sensory engagement with people and their 
possessions (Brickell 2015, Pink 2004). In a study of memory, landscape and diaspora 
among South Asian women in London, Tolia-Kelly (2004) examines the visual cultures 
of home through a ‘materialist lens’, arguing that photographs enable sensory 
connections with past homes. However, these studies also provoke debates regarding 
how to capture material and embodied aspects of home. Oral history interviews have 
also been used to examine sensory experiences of homes and cities across diasporic 
space (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Lahiri 2011). Burrell (2014a) discusses the 
usefulness of interviews in studying relationships between people and their things:  
Interviews are clearly not a direct way of engaging with material culture 
itself, but they are one of the most successful ways of accessing the 
interactions people have with their things, allowing them to contextualize 
these relationships themselves and embed them in their own life histories 
(Burrell 2014a: 151). 
My research also examines connections between home, work and the city and 
the spaces, objects and practices that are part of these relationships. In so doing, the 
study draws upon studies of materiality in the context of the city, including studies of 
individual interactions with transport systems, buildings and other contested aspects of 
urban infrastructure (McFarlane and Anjaria 2011). The examination of objects and 
images within participants’ homes and workplaces and other urban sites was therefore a 
significant element of my research design. As part of the interview process, participants 
were invited to share an object that was significant to them in terms of their past or 
present homes or forms of work. This usually took place during their second interview, 
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although participants could discuss an object during the first interview if they preferred. 
The selection of the object and how it was described was left relatively open in order to 
encourage a range of responses. Participants shared a diverse range of objects and 
images with me, including paintings and embroidered pictures that had been brought or 
sent from Vietnam, photographs of their former homes and cities, and religious or 
spiritual objects. Whilst some of these objects were brought or sent from Vietnam and 
were centred on memories of a particular home, place or time, other possessions had 
been acquired since the participant had arrived in London and were linked with 
practices of home-making or feelings of belonging in their new location.  
Examining participants’ chosen objects revealed the complex layers of meaning 
that can be associated with artefacts and images. For example, Ty described his 
Buddhist amulet as a form of spiritual protection that he had carried with him on his 
journey from Vietnam. However, Ty also associated the amulet with his mother, family 
and home. Simon pointed out the embroidered pictures of Vietnamese rural landscapes 
that he had brought back on visits to the country, describing how he displayed them in 
the rectory in London to make guests and visitors feel a sense of home. These 
discussions emphasise the multiple sensory, emotional and imaginative dimensions of 
objects and images, but also reveal how objects can undergo transitions and 
transformations in the context of mobility (Svašek 2014). Furthermore, having the 
object as a focus often acted as an entry point for discussions of migration, home and 
belonging that could not easily be described in abstract terms. Discussing individuals’ 
relationships with their objects was therefore useful for examining emotional and 
sensory dimensions of home, as well as in broader discussions of migration and 
belonging. 
In addition to the discussion of participants’ own objects and images, my 
research has also involved visual methods in the collection and analysis of primary 
data, including photography in participants’ homes and places of work as well as other 
urban sites. Images are used in a variety of ways within qualitative research, including 
in the analysis of archival photographs or film, in illustrating research findings, and 
when researchers or participants make their own images. A number of researchers have 
used photo-elicitation techniques, involving the discussion of images that have been 
taken by the researcher or participants. Attending to particular images as part of the 
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interview process can evoke memories, prompt discussions and offer insights that may 
not be accessible by other methods (Harper 2002).  
Visual methods are becoming increasingly established in research on embodied 
aspects of home, migration and urban encounter (Datta 2012, Pink 2007, Rose 2003, 
Tolia-Kelly 2004). However, the use of visual methods raises questions in relation to 
the production, interpretation and representation of images and their role within my 
research. While qualitative research often includes images for the purposes of 
documentary evidence or illustration, theories of visual culture attend to the textual 
meanings of images and increasingly to their material and multi-sensory dimensions, 
engaging with images as objects of analysis in their own right (Rose 2003, Milič 2014). 
Mitchell (2005) argues that visual analysis should not only focus on the possible 
intentions behind an image, but must also ask ‘what pictures want’, considering the 
agency and ‘desires’ of images themselves. This is a relevant question for my research. 
Whilst my study includes analysis of photographs that were significant to participants, I 
have also created my own images of participants’ homes and objects, as well as images 
of the wider city. Both categories of image are reproduced alongside each other in the 
thesis. Whilst these images are sometimes interpreted in relation to broader arguments, 
I also engage with them as objects of analysis in their own right. Unless otherwise 
stated in the caption, each image included within the thesis was produced by me. 
In addition to the analytical approach to images, my methodological framework 
has required critical engagement with uses of photography in migration research and 
how migrant and diasporic subjects have been represented within this work (Datta 
2012, Svašek 2014). A growing body of scholarship on home and migration uses 
participatory visual methods in order to facilitate collaborative research in which 
participants’ experiences are prioritised (Datta 2012, Latham 2003). The use of auto-
photography has been praised for enabling participants to produce images which are 
located within their personal lives and for unsettling power relations within the research 
encounter (Thomas 2005, cited in Wallace 2012: 126). In a study of visual narratives of 
London among Eastern European migrants, Datta (2012) used participant-directed 
photography to explore embodied aspects of urban life. Datta argues that these visual 
narratives challenge taken-for-granted views of the migrant and the city. Instead of 
being positioned as ‘disembodied’, the migrant becomes the ‘everyday mobile-subject’, 
providing alternative perspectives on mobility (Datta 2012: 1740). However, the use of 
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participatory visual methods also raises practical and ethical challenges. Some scholars 
argue that introducing self-directed photography exercises may increase feelings of 
vulnerability among participants, particularly as people may be concerned that they are 
not producing ‘correct’ or appropriate images (Wallace 2012: 127). The researcher 
must also be mindful that such methods often require increased time commitment from 
participants. In light of these concerns, I decided to offer participants a choice 
regarding whether they wanted photography to be part of their participation and, if so, 
whether they wanted to take photographs themselves or for me to create the images. In 
practice, most participants preferred me to take the photographs, and some individuals 
cited concerns that their images would not be ‘accurate’ or ‘good enough’ for the 
research. However, several became highly involved in the photography process, 
suggesting which objects or spaces might be interesting for me to photograph, or 
directing me towards particular items that were significant to them. Furthermore, by 
placing photographs shared by participants alongside those produced in my fieldwork, 
my research foregrounds participants’ interpretations of home, work and the city. 
Ethnographic methods 
In addition to semi-structured interviews and visual methods, I also undertook 
ethnographic research within a range of spaces and social contexts. My decision to 
include ethnography draws upon debates surrounding how research can examine 
embodied practices of home, work and urban dwelling. McMorran (2012: 490) calls for 
more geographers to ‘get to work’ by engaging in ‘working participant observation’ in 
order to gain an embodied understanding of the practices, relationships and micro-
politics of workplaces. Participant observation involves researchers becoming 
immersed within the social worlds of the groups that they study, taking part in the 
everyday activities and events of the group in order to produce a descriptive, highly 
detailed understanding of particular communities (Anderson 2004: 255). Ethnographic 
approaches have also been useful for exploring the significance of place within the 
research process. Anderson (2004: 255) describes ‘conversations in place’ or ‘talking 
whilst walking’ as collaborative forms of knowledge production between researcher 
and participants that reveal relationships between people and places. Emmel and Clark 
(2011) used the ‘walking interview’ technique to enable participants to express their 
experiences of the city. In a study of home-making practices among Yoruba 
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communities in London, Botticello (2007) situated her research within a market to 
study how the market can function as a space of home (2007: 19).  
In the early stages of my fieldwork, I participated in a journey from Kingsland 
Road to Mare Street with one of my participants (Figures 1 and 2). During this walk, 
Son pointed out the locations of Vietnamese businesses, cultural centres and places of 
worship, whilst also discussing his own experience of migration from Vietnam and 
living and working in Hackney. This activity emphasised the effectiveness of place-
based methods for understanding relationships between home, work and urban spaces 
and visually documenting them along the journey, as well as for building relationships 
with participants. Based on these findings, I decided to conduct interviews and visual 
methods within a range of spaces, with the aim of exploring spatial, emotional and 
material aspects of home, work and migration. I also conducted ethnographic research 
at Buddhist and Catholic places of worship, at Vietnamese community centres and 
cultural events. I participated in a meditation group with Hang (one of my participants) 
based on the teachings of Thích Nhất Hạnh, a Vietnamese monk and founder of the 
Engaged Buddhism movement. I visited Vietnamese shops and restaurants with several 
participants and was invited for dinner in people’s homes. I accompanied others on 
their journeys between home, work and other urban sites. While the forms of 
knowledge gained from taking part in these activities are very different from the data 
gathered from formal interviews, I found such embodied participation to be very useful 
for learning about practices of home, work and mobility and for building relationships 
with participants. In particular, the walking interview with Son revealed specific 
locations in which Vietnamese communities were first allocated social housing in 
Hackney and the places in which Vietnamese refugees worked in clothing factories, as 
well as enabling me to discover locations of work, leisure and worship in which 
Vietnamese people come together and are connected across different generations.  
Learning the language of the community being studied is often regarded as a 
crucial aspect of ethnography that not only enables communication and understanding, 
but also allows the researcher to become immersed in the life-worlds of participants 
(Phipps 2010). However, reflecting on language learning in ethnography, Phipps (2010: 
100) describes speaking another language as ‘a kind of skilled practice that, although 
present in the multi-lingual accounts of ethnographies, stands on the page as already 
fully competent’. The difficult process of learning a new language is often obscured in 
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the researcher’s ‘tidied up’ narratives (Phipps 2010). While becoming fluent in 
Vietnamese was beyond the timescale of this project, I began lessons during my 
fieldwork and have been taught by one of my participants. Later in this chapter, I 
discuss the significance of learning Vietnamese as a way of building relationships and 
shifting power relations within research encounters, as well as extending my 
knowledge of Vietnamese culture. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Vietnamese mural painted on the side of a Vietnamese restaurant, Hackney. 
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Figure 2. Vietnamese restaurant, Kingsland Road, Hackney; one of a number of 
Vietnamese restaurants that are close to the Geffrye Museum. 
 
Research locations 
While the broad area of East London has been an integral part of my research since the 
development of the PhD project, designing my methodological framework has also 
involved defining particular research locations. My decision to focus upon the 
boroughs of Hackney, Newham and Tower Hamlets not only reflects their physical 
location and historical associations with ideas of the ‘East End’, but is also based on 
2011 census data indicating which areas of East London have significant Vietnamese 
communities. Official statistics have multiple limitations regarding how nationality and 
ethnicity are categorised, and census estimates of the numbers of Vietnamese people in 
Hackney are much lower than those of community organisations and independent 
reports (Sims 2007). Whilst acknowledging these concerns, the census data broadly 
reflects previous research regarding the locations of Vietnamese communities, 
particularly those that have been established in Hackney since the arrival of the first 
refugees (Sims 2007, Bagwell 2008).  
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The nature of my research has also required an understanding of the complex 
ethical concerns that are raised when conducting research in different spaces. Some 
scholars propose that conducting interviews in the home enables a situated 
understanding of domestic life and encourages participants to draw upon their domestic 
possessions in exploring memories, identities and everyday practices (Pink 2007: 28). 
The home has also been presented as an empowering research site in which participants 
can direct the research encounter and discuss their experiences in material terms (Tolia-
Kelly 2004). However, other researchers have problematised the combination of the 
home as a subject and site of research (Wallace 2012). Pink (2004) highlights ethical 
issues surrounding methods such as ‘home tours’, demonstrating that the home may be 
an emotionally painful place for participants as well as one of familiarity, comfort or 
empowerment. Indeed, Wallace (2012) points out the multiple ways in which home can 
be explored without being in situ. Several of my participants lived in shared 
accommodation with little private space, and did not feel that the home was a 
comfortable or appropriate space in which to conduct an interview. In response to these 
considerations, interviews were carried out in the space that was preferred by the 
individual participant, whether in the home or another setting. 
Conducting interviews within a range of locations also enabled me to explore 
the range of sites in which participants live and work and relationships between home, 
work and the wider city. Interviews took place in participants’ homes, restaurants, 
shops and nail salons, in religious sites and on university premises. I also accompanied 
four participants on their journeys between home and work, as well as conducting 
ethnographic observations within places of worship and social events. However, 
conducting fieldwork in a diverse range of public, semi-public and private spaces also 
posed practical and ethical challenges. When interviewing participants in the workplace 
or in another public setting such as a café, I was aware of the possibility that they may 
have been reluctant to discuss certain topics or may have worried about being 
overheard. I endeavoured to make sure that participants were interviewed in the space 
that was preferable to them. For some individuals, this was the domestic space, while 
others chose to meet me at the university or in a more public setting. If conducting the 
interview in a café or restaurant, I would choose a time when the place was likely to be 
quiet rather than busy. In practical terms, however, guaranteeing a high quality 
recording of the interview was easier to achieve in the home than in workplace or 
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public settings. The intrusion of background sound or music, as well as a greater risk of 
the interview being interrupted, made public spaces and workplaces more challenging 
settings in which to conduct interviews. However, I was keen to be as flexible as 
possible and encouraged participants to meet with me in a location that was convenient 
for them. Moreover, when listening back to recordings of interviews in public settings, 
I came to appreciate the ways in which sound evoked a sense of the urban environment 
in which the interview took place. I thus attended to the potential significance of 
background ‘noise’ and the spatial context of the interview rather than striving to 
achieve a perfectly clear recording.  
Ethical considerations  
Prior to beginning my fieldwork, I received ethical approval to conduct the research, 
which was granted from the College Research Ethics Committee. Whilst this process 
helped to establish particular strategies to protect the well-being and safety of 
participants, as well as my physical and emotional security, I emphasise in this chapter 
that ethical concerns have been present at all stages of the research process. Therefore, 
while this section outlines specific measures that I followed in order to ensure the 
informed consent and well-being of participants, ethical issues are also examined in 
relation to multiple aspects of the research. 
Ensuring that participants are fully aware of the potential consequences of 
taking part in the research has been a crucial consideration, particularly given that some 
of my participants have limited familiarity with academic research in the UK context. I 
provided an information sheet (also translated into Vietnamese), in which I explained 
the purposes of the research and how their information would be used (Appendix 1 and 
2). Participants were then asked to sign a consent form, which was also provided in 
Vietnamese (Appendix 2). The information sheet explained that participation was 
voluntary, that participants could remain anonymous or be described using their own 
name if they preferred, and that they had the right to withdraw their involvement at any 
time. I usually read through the information sheet with participants and encouraged 
them to ask me any questions if needed. 
Informed consent was also considered in relation to the collaborative nature of 
the research. Alongside the use of visual methods and object-based interviews for the 
purposes of my research, these techniques were also designed to enable participants’ 
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research material to be archived at the Geffrye Museum, as well as potentially being 
used in exhibition and learning contexts (subject to selection and consent from the 
individual participant). However, it was important to emphasise to participants that 
their involvement in the research did not require them to deposit their material into the 
archive, and that this would involve a separate review and permission process. The 
informed consent processes within my research are situated within a wider protocol that 
has been developed between QMUL and the Geffrye, and enables research material to 
be deposited in the archive whilst addressing concerns around copyright, anonymity 
and how the material will be used. My consent form therefore contained an initial set of 
questions asking for consent to participate in the interviews, and a second set of 
questions in which participants were asked if they consented to their material 
(interview recordings, transcripts, images) potentially being archived at the Geffrye 
Museum, being accessible to other researchers and being used to inform exhibitions 
and learning resources. If participants consented to their data potentially being used in 
this way, they would be contacted at a later date for their specific consent for these 
activities. Alongside other researchers who were planning to deposit research material, 
I completed a trial of the cataloguing protocol at the Geffrye with material from one 
participant, following the guidelines on consent, copyright and use that were 
established as part of the collaboration. 
Participants were also offered copies of the interview transcripts and 
photographs to review after their interviews. Three participants asked for some of their 
interview material to be corrected, including one who asked that certain parts of his 
interview could be redacted (securely deleted) before being deposited in the archive, 
due to concerns about his position within the community. I reviewed the transcripts 
with him in detail until he was satisfied with their contents and made sure that none of 
the redacted material would be used in the thesis.  
Participants were also invited to share photographs of the interior and/or 
exterior of their homes. If they were willing to take part in this aspect of the research, 
participants could choose whether to take photographs of their home or objects 
themselves, or for photographs to be taken by me. Whilst I had anticipated that not 
everyone would be comfortable with being interviewed in their homes, I was surprised 
to find that those participants who did invite me into their home were also generally 
accepting of the photography aspect of the research. I had been concerned that some 
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participants would be reluctant for their homes or possessions to be photographed, 
mainly because of the personal, often emotionally significant and intimate nature of 
some of the spaces and objects involved, as well as potential concerns surrounding 
privacy and the eventual uses of the photographs. However, while several participants 
wanted to ensure that I would not be taking photographs of them, they were generally 
positive about the rationale for visually documenting their homes.  
Whilst the majority of individuals preferred me to take the photographs, I tried 
to ensure their ownership of the process by inviting them to suggest particular objects 
or rooms in the home that they liked or thought were important for my research. Some 
individuals became significantly involved with the photography process, directing me 
towards different aspects and views of their homes. This process presented a challenge 
in terms of ethics and my responsibilities towards those involved in the project. I was 
mindful of not wanting to produce a particular or idealised version of the home and 
wanting participants to feel a sense of control over the process. Some participants were 
happy for me to take photographs of whole rooms throughout the home, whilst others 
preferred me to focus on individual objects or spaces. I tried to ensure that they were 
comfortable with each photograph I was taking, checking with them beforehand that 
they were happy for me to take it, as well as sharing the photographs with them at the 
end of the interview. 
Recruitment and building relationships 
I planned to carry out interviews with participants who had migrated from Vietnam and 
now lived and/or worked in Hackney, Newham or Tower Hamlets. The flexibility 
around whether participants lived or worked in the area was based on the possibility 
that individuals may live in these boroughs but work elsewhere (or vice versa), whilst 
emphasising their connection to East London. I aimed to recruit men and women from 
a range of ages and backgrounds who had migrated at different times and in diverse 
circumstances. In reality, this aim proved to be a significant challenge, particularly 
because the organisations that I approached were focused either on supporting refugees 
or oriented towards Vietnamese students and young professionals. However, as I got to 
know some of my participants individually and learned more about the landscape of 
Vietnamese communities as a whole, I was gradually able to recruit participants who 
did not identify as members of a particular group.  
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At an early stage of my fieldwork, I contacted a number of organisations 
including An Viet Foundation in Hackney and the Community of Refugees from 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (CRV) in East London, both of which provide support to 
Vietnamese refugees. I visited luncheon clubs and social activities at An Viet and CRV, 
at which I was able to introduce myself and explain my research to the community 
(Figures 3 and 4). I produced a flyer with the details of my research, which was also 
translated into Vietnamese. I conducted my first interviews with Vũ Thanh, the founder 
of An Viet foundation and a former Councillor in Hackney, and the Director of CRV, 
Quân Tran. They introduced me to several of their contacts and community members, 
enabling me to recruit my first five participants. I also visited places of worship, 
including the Linh Son Buddhist Temple in South London and the Church of the Holy 
Name and Our Lady of the Sacred Heart in Bow, which is the largest Vietnamese 
Catholic church in London. I attended a service at this Church and accompanied one of 
my participants on two visits to the temple.  
However, I recognised that community and religious leaders would provide a 
particular perspective that may not reflect the experiences of people within the wider 
population, especially individuals who are not engaged with these organisations. I 
therefore approached a range of businesses, charities and social networks with the aim 
of recruiting participants from a range of backgrounds. I was also aware of the diverse 
number of spiritual and religious practices within Vietnamese communities. After 
meeting Hang, a participant who is a follower of Thích Nhất Hạnh and the Engaged 
Buddhism movement, I participated in several meditation sessions at Wake Up London, 
a group of Buddhist practitioners who follow the teachings of Thích Nhất Hạnh. 
Participating in these sessions alongside visiting the Buddhist temple and Catholic 
Church enabled me to examine a range of spiritual practices that are drawn upon by 
participants and how they are connected to experiences of home and work in East 
London. 
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Figure 3. Members of the Community of Refugees from Vietnam in East London 
(CRV) play Mah Jong at the Luncheon Club in Canning Town 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Talking with Quân (manager at CRV) and a member of the Luncheon Club 
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I found online networks to be particularly successful methods of recruitment, and 
contacted one of my first participants through a Vietnamese Meet-Up group with its 
own website. I also posted details of my research on SVUK and VietHome, both online 
networks that are popular among Vietnamese students, as well as refugees and people 
who have migrated to work in the UK. I had other success in recruiting Vietnamese 
undergraduate and postgraduate students at QMUL, after contacting the International 
Students’ Officer and asking him to email the Vietnamese student cohort on my behalf. 
Whilst some of the students that I interviewed were planning to return to Vietnam after 
their studies, several others were engaged in postgraduate research, lived with their 
partners and families in London, or were hoping to stay in the UK on a long-term basis. 
I also interviewed four participants who had arrived as children during different time 
periods: Son and Uyen, who came as refugees, Ngọc, who had studied in the UK since 
the age of fifteen, and Cường, who arrived unaccompanied at the age of eleven and 
sought asylum in the UK.  
In addition to the repeat individual interviews, I also conducted two group 
interviews: one with three participants who were developing a business focusing on 
Vietnamese street food, and another involving Minh (participant and my Vietnamese 
teacher) who took part in a group interview with her younger brother, who is also 
studying in London, and her mother (who was visiting the UK at the time). Group 
interviews have been praised for unsettling traditional hierarchies of power between 
researcher and participants (Kneale 2001, cited in Wallace 2012: 112), and for enabling 
participants to share their experiences in a supportive setting. I found the group 
interview involving three members of the same family to be particularly useful in 
exploring perspectives on home, work and migration over different generations, as well 
as provoking conversations and debates between family members. However, the 
majority of my participants took part in individual interviews. 
Whilst I anticipated that recruiting participants would be challenging, there 
were periods of my fieldwork that required a great deal of perseverance and the 
development of new recruitment methods when other avenues had been unsuccessful. I 
had particular difficulties in accessing people who work in nail salons and individuals 
with irregular migration status. In regard to recruitment in nail salons, this was related 
to a number of factors, including the difficulties of introducing myself and my research 
to people in a busy, public environment, as well as the language differences between us 
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and their understandable uncertainty as to who I was and why I was interested in 
speaking with them. In the case of irregular migrants, whilst there are a small number 
of organisations that offer support to unaccompanied child migrants and people with 
irregular status, they were unable to engage with my research for reasons of 
confidentiality and child protection. Towards the end of my fieldwork, I conducted one 
interview with Lily, whom I contacted through the sister of another participant. Lily 
arrived in London as a refugee and now owns her own nail salon. I also interviewed 
Cường, who migrated on his own from Vietnam, now has refugee status and volunteers 
with a Vietnamese community organisation. Later on in this chapter, I situate my 
research and relationships with participants within wider debates surrounding power 
relations and positionality within qualitative research. 
The following section introduces the participants who have been involved in the 
study and whose narratives are fundamental to the research as a whole. Including an 
individual biography of each participant emphasises the centrality of their personal 
stories within my research and presents participants as individuals, each with their own 
experiences of home, work and migration. The biographies also emphasise the diversity 
of these experiences among my participants. Whilst the majority of participants 
expressed a preference for their real names to be used throughout the thesis, some 
individuals have requested the use of pseudonyms. Information about each participant 
is also summarised in Table 1. 
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Participant Biographies 
 
Ánh (married to Sang) 
Ánh was born in 1984 in a town on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh City. She met Sang 
when they were at high school together. Ánh was awarded a government scholarship to 
study at university in Russia, and, shortly after completing her undergraduate degree, 
was awarded a further scholarship for PhD study in Switzerland. Whilst Ánh was 
studying in Switzerland, Sang also won a scholarship to study in Italy. They married in 
Vietnam after Sang had graduated from his Masters, and now have a nine-month-old 
baby son. After finishing her doctoral studies, Ánh moved to the UK in 2011 to begin a 
post-doctoral fellowship at the London School of Economics. She was also able to join 
Sang, who is studying for a PhD in the city. The family are currently living in a room in 
a shared apartment in Newham. 
 
Cường 
Cường was born in 1988 in a rural area of South West Vietnam, where he lived with his 
parents in a small village. Following the deaths of both his parents, Cường was helped 
by a family friend to travel to the UK, and arrived unaccompanied at the age of eleven. 
He sought asylum and was placed with a foster family in Harefield, where he lived 
until the age of eighteen. Cường moved to London to study economics at LSE, and 
moved to Hackney after finding out about the existing Vietnamese communities there. 
He is married to a Vietnamese woman who came to study in the UK, and they have a 
three-year-old daughter. Cường lives with his wife and daughter in a rented flat on a 
housing estate in Hackney. 
 
Đức 
Đức was born in Ho Chi Minh City in 1987, and lived with his mother, father and 
paternal grandmother in a suburban area of the city. Đức’s father works in local 
government and his mother is a doctor. Đức studied Engineering at university in Hanoi 
and worked for several years before applying to study for a PhD in the UK. Đức is in 
the final year of his PhD at an East London university, and lives with his wife and 
young daughter in a rented room in a flat in Hackney. 
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Hang 
Hang was born in 1992 in Hanoi, and lived with her parents and grandmother in a small 
house in the Flea Market area of the city. In addition to undertaking domestic work in 
the home, Hang’s mother also ran a food stall on the street outside the family’s house. 
Hang’s father had several different jobs, including working as a motorcycle mechanic. 
Hang was awarded a scholarship to study at the University of Westminster, where she 
studied an undergraduate degree in Media. Hang lived in student accommodation for 
the first two years of her degree before moving to Newham, where she currently rents a 
room in a shared house. Hang is a practitioner of mindfulness and follows the teachings 
of Thích Nhất Hạnh. She has worked as a translator and Vietnamese teacher and has 
undertaken internships at several non-governmental organisations in London. 
 
Hiền  
Hiền was born in 1987 in Hải Phòng, a coastal city in North Vietnam. Her mother 
works as a housewife and as an accountant, and her father works in human resources 
for a shipping company. She has one sister, who lives in Hải Phòng and has her own 
family. Hiền lived with her family until the age of eighteen, when she moved to Hanoi 
to study Law at university. She worked in several non-governmental organisations in 
Vietnam and Thailand for around eight years before moving to London to study for her 
Masters degree. Hiền is particularly interested in human rights law in Southeast Asia. 
She is currently renting an apartment in Tower Hamlets, where she lives with her 
partner. 
 
Hiếu  
Hiếu was born in Hanoi in 1989, and lived with his parents and two siblings on the 
outskirts of the city. Hiếu studied for his undergraduate degree in Economics in Hanoi, 
before coming to London to begin a Masters in Economics. Since completing his 
degree, Hiếu has been working in an investment bank in the City, and has also been 
involved in setting up a Vietnamese food business (with Hương and Tâm). 
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Hương 
Hương was born in 1975 in Saigon, and lived with her parents and two siblings until 
they left Vietnam by boat in 1983 and were offered re-settlement in the UK. Hương 
lived with her family in local authority housing in South East London until leaving 
home to study Business at university in East London. She is married to a British man 
whom she met whilst at university, and they live in Hackney with their two children. 
Hương now works as an entrepreneur and has set up her own Vietnamese street food 
business (with Hiếu and Tâm). 
 
Kim 
Kim was born in 1969 in Hanoi and lived with his parents, two siblings and paternal 
grandparents in the Old Quarter of the city. Kim left Vietnam by boat with his family, 
and arrived in the UK at the age of thirteen after spending six months in a refugee camp 
in Malaysia. Kim’s family were initially placed in a reception centre in a former RAF 
base in South East England, and were eventually offered local authority housing in 
Hackney, where Kim lived until he was eighteen. After studying IT at university, Kim 
worked in computer security for a number of companies and currently works at a 
London airport. He lives in his own house in Newham with his wife and two daughters.  
 
Lily 
Lily was born in 1968 in Hạ Long Bay, a coastal town in South Vietnam. She lived 
with her mother, father and two siblings until the age of twenty-one, when she left 
Vietnam by boat and was eventually rescued by a commercial ship. After spending 
over a year in a refugee camp in Hong Kong, Lily was offered re-settlement in the UK, 
and went to live with her elder sister, who was already living in London. Lily was 
offered local authority housing in South East London, where she still lives with her two 
sons. Lily stopped working outside the home while her children were very young, then 
started work as a cleaner when the children were at school. She later began working in 
nail salons in East and Southeast London, and now runs her own nail business in North 
London.  
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Linh 
Linh was born in 1991 in Hải Phòng, North Vietnam. She lived with her parents, 
grandparents and younger sister in a suburban area of the city before moving to Hanoi 
to study for her undergraduate degree in Human Resources. Linh migrated to the UK to 
study for a Masters at Coventry University and moved to London after completing the 
course. She is currently applying for jobs in human resource management while 
working full-time in a Vietnamese restaurant in East London. Linh rents a room in a 
shared house in Hackney, where she lives with two other Vietnamese students. 
 
Minh 
Minh was born in 1984 in Ho Chi Minh City, where she lived with her parents, paternal 
grandparents and three siblings before moving to the UK to study. Minh’s mother and 
father are professors at universities in Ho Chi Minh City. Her father formerly worked 
as a soldier and fought in the Cambodian-Vietnamese War of the 1970s. Minh moved 
to London shortly after her younger sister began studying in Newcastle. Their younger 
brother also came to the UK to study for an undergraduate degree. Minh recently 
completed her Masters in Human Resource Management at Kings College London. She 
is currently developing her own business focused on international student recruitment, 
and hopes to stay in the UK on a long-term basis. Minh and her siblings have lived 
together since arriving in London, and are currently living in a rented flat in Tower 
Hamlets. In addition to participating in an individual interview, Minh also took part in a 
group interview with her mother (who was visiting from Vietnam at the time) and her 
younger brother. Minh is also introduced in Chapter 1. 
 
Ngọc  
Ngọc was born in 1995 in Hải Phòng, where she lived with her parents, grandmother 
and older sister before moving to the UK to study for her A Levels at a private sixth 
form college. Ngọc’s father is the director of a tobacco company. Her mother used to 
work as a secretary but no longer works outside the home. Ngọc’s sister had also 
studied for her A Levels and undergraduate degree in the UK, before moving to the 
Netherlands to study for a Masters. Ngọc is studying Marketing at university, and was 
recently elected as a student union representative. She lives with Vietnamese friends 
and fellow students in a shared house in Tower Hamlets.  
 
!
!
100!
!
Phương!
Phương was born in 1991 in Tiền Giang province, located near to Ho Chi Minh City. 
Her mother works as a doctor, and her father is an engineer working in housing 
construction. Phương lived with her parents until she moved to Ho Chi Minh City to 
study Banking Finance at university, where she lived in an apartment bought by her 
parents. She moved to the UK to study for a Masters in Banking Finance, and is 
currently living in a shared house in Tower Hamlets. Phương hopes to stay in London 
after completing her studies, but is also interested in working in Singapore or elsewhere 
in Southeast Asia.  
 
Quân 
Quân was born in South Vietnam and left the country by boat with his family in 1979. 
After spending a few months in a refugee camp in Hong Kong, he was re-settled in the 
UK, initially living with his parents and younger brother in North East London. Quân 
studied maths at college, where he also began volunteering for the Community of 
Refugees from Vietnam, an organisation supporting Vietnamese refugees in East 
London. He was later offered a managerial role, and is now responsible for managing 
home care and luncheon clubs for older people. He lives in a house in Newham with his 
wife and two children.  
 
Sang (married to Ánh) 
Sang was born in 1983 in a small town on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh City. He lived 
with his parents, grandparents and two sisters until leaving home to study for his 
undergraduate degree in Ho Chi Minh City. His father worked as a soldier before his 
retirement, whilst his mother used to be a primary school teacher. Sang discussed how 
his family had been very poor during the early years following Reunification in 
Vietnam, but have become significantly better off since the economic reform policies 
of the đổi mới (Renovation) period. Before moving to the UK in 2011 to study for his 
PhD in Computer Science, Sang had completed a Masters degree in Italy and had also 
worked in Japan for two years before returning to study. Sang lives with his wife and 
their nine-month-old baby son. They are currently renting a room in a shared apartment 
in Newham. 
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Simon 
Simon was born in Huế, Central Vietnam, in 1958, moving with his family to Saigon 
when he was around five years old. He lived in Saigon until he left Vietnam in 1984, 
when he left on a boat that was later rescued by a Malaysian military vessel. After 
spending six months in a refugee camp in Malaysia, Simon moved to Norway, where 
his sister had already been offered re-settlement. Simon lived in Norway for the next 
ten years, and then moved to the UK to train to become a priest. After being ordained, 
he first worked in a parish in Tottenham, later moving to the Roman Catholic Church 
of Our Lady and the Sacred Heart, the largest Vietnamese church in London, located in 
Tower Hamlets. 
 
Son  
Son was born in Bình Định Province, Central Vietnam in 1968, and arrived in the UK 
in 1979 aged eleven after leaving Vietnam by boat with his mother and two siblings. 
After being rescued at sea, the family spent several months in a refugee camp in Hong 
Kong before being offered re-settlement in the UK. Son’s family were re-settled in a 
small town in Scotland, where Son lived until moving to Hackney at the age of sixteen. 
Following some years working in local authority finance departments, Son now works 
as an interpreter focusing on immigration and criminal cases. During a visit to Vietnam, 
Son met a woman whom he later married. They now have a daughter, though his wife 
and child are still in Vietnam. Son also spent several years caring for his mother at 
home until she died around five years ago. He currently lives alone in his rented house 
in Hackney. 
 
Tâm 
Tâm was born in Hanoi in 1990, where she lived with her parents and older brother 
until leaving the family home to study Economics and Finance at university. After 
completing her undergraduate degree, Tâm came to London to study for a Masters in 
Economics, and now works in finance in the City. She is also involved in the 
establishment of a food business (with Hương and Hiếu). 
!
Tuấn 
Tuấn was born in 1986 in Ho Chi Minh City, where he lived with his parents, paternal 
grandmother and younger sister until leaving home to study for his undergraduate 
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degree in Hanoi. Tuấn’s father works as a soldier in the army, and his mother once 
worked as a secretary but stopped working outside the home after having children. 
After finishing his first degree, Tuấn worked in IT in Vietnam for two years before 
moving to London to begin his PhD in Computer Science. He currently lives in a room 
in a shared flat in Tower Hamlets. 
 
Ty 
Ty was born in 1987 in Ho Chi Minh City. His parents are originally from North 
Vietnam, having migrated after the Reunification of Vietnam in 1975. He has one sister 
and one brother, both of whom are currently studying in France. Ty’s mother runs an 
internet café business from the family home and his father works for a sea freight 
company. Both parents were formerly in the army, including during the conflict 
between Vietnam and Cambodia. After attending a military boarding school from the 
age of thirteen, Ty trained to be an air traffic controller and worked for a year before 
coming to study in the UK. He is studying to be an accountant and working part-time in 
a Vietnamese restaurant in Hackney. Ty lives in a rented shared house in Tower 
Hamlets, where he shares a room with a Vietnamese friend. 
 
Uyen 
Uyen was born in Saigon in 1978 and arrived in the UK in 1983, after her father 
escaped from Vietnam by boat and was rescued by a British ship. Uyen travelled by 
plane with her mother and brother and the family were re-settled in Hackney. Initially 
placed in Bed and Breakfast accommodation until the local authority found them a 
home, the family were eventually offered a flat on a housing estate near Clissold Park, 
Hackney, where Uyen lived until she was in her twenties. Uyen studied Fine Art and 
had her own fashion business before becoming a food writer and chef. She lives in her 
own flat in Hackney, where she also hosts Vietnamese supper clubs. 
 
Vũ 
Vũ was born in 1944 in a rural province in North Vietnam. His parents were 
agricultural workers, growing vegetables on the family’s land. Vũ’s family moved from 
North to South Vietnam following the Geneva Agreement of 1954, when Vietnam was 
divided into the Communist North and the American-backed South. Vũ became a 
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teacher in Saigon, and worked as a councillor in the years before he left Vietnam. He 
attempted to escape five times before finally leaving by boat in 1979. Vũ spent three 
months in a camp in Singapore before being re-settled in the UK with his family. Vũ 
founded the An Viet foundation to support other refugees and also runs a Vietnamese 
restaurant. He lives in Hackney with his wife, and they have three adult children. Vũ is 
also introduced in Chapter 1.
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able 1. Participant details 
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irth 
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ear of 
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igration 
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Interview
 1 
location 
Interview
 2 
location 
T
ype of interview
 
Á
nh 
(m
arried 
to Sang) 
Fem
ale 
H
o C
hi M
inh C
ity  
1984 
2011 
Post-doctoral 
researcher 
H
om
e 
 
Interview
ed w
ith 
Sang 
C
ường 
M
ale 
South W
est 
V
ietnam
 
1988 
2001 
Student, w
orks in 
restaurant 
C
om
m
unity 
organisation 
H
om
e 
Individual 
Đ
ức  
M
ale 
H
o C
hi M
inh C
ity 
1987 
2012 
PhD
 student, 
C
om
puter Science 
U
niversity  
H
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e 
Individual 
H
ang 
Fem
ale 
H
o C
hi M
inh C
ity 
1992 
2010 
V
ietnam
ese 
teacher, translator 
C
afé 
H
om
e 
Individual 
H
iền  
Fem
ale 
H
ải Phòng (city) 
N
orth V
ietnam
 
1987 
2013 
M
asters student, 
law
yer 
U
niversity 
café 
H
om
e 
Individual 
H
iếu 
M
ale 
H
anoi 
 
 
1989 
2011 
Finance, street food 
entrepreneur 
H
ương’s house 
 
G
roup (w
ith H
ương  
and Tâm
) 
H
ương 
Fem
ale 
Saigon 
1975 
1983 
Street food 
entrepreneur 
H
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roup (w
ith Tâm
 
and H
iếu) 
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im
 
   
M
ale 
H
anoi 
1969 
1982 
IT security 
C
afé 
H
om
e 
Individual 
Lily 
Fem
ale 
H
ạ Long  
1968 
1983 
N
ail salon ow
ner 
N
ail salon 
 
Individual 
Linh 
Fem
ale 
H
ải Phòng 
1991 
2013 
Student, restaurant 
w
orker 
 
R
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Individual 
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 1984 
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ese teacher 
 H
om
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N
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ải Phòng 
1995 
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ndergraduate 
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café 
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Individual 
Phương 
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ity  
1991 
2013 
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asters student 
U
niversity 
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Individual 
Q
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M
ale 
Saigon 
1972 
1979 
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harity m
anager 
C
om
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unity 
organisation  
 
Individual 
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ity  
1983 
2011 
PhD
 student, 
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puter Science 
U
niversity 
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e 
Individual and w
ith 
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Son 
M
ale 
C
entral V
ietnam
 
1968 
1979 
Interpreter 
H
om
e 
H
om
e 
Individual 
Sim
on 
M
ale 
H
uế, C
entral 
V
ietnam
 
1958 
1984 
C
atholic priest 
C
hurch 
C
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Individual 
Tâm
 
Fem
ale 
H
anoi 
1990 
2011 
Street food 
entrepreneur 
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ương’s house 
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roup (w
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Tuấn 
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1986 
2011 
PhD
 student 
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Individual 
 
Ty 
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ity 
1987 
2012 
Student, w
orks in 
restaurant 
Library café 
R
estaurant 
Individual 
U
yen 
Fem
ale 
Saigon 
1978 
1983 
C
hef, food w
riter 
H
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e 
H
om
e 
Individual 
V
ũ 
M
ale 
N
orth V
ietnam
 
(rural) 
1944 
1979 
D
irector, A
n V
iet 
foundation 
C
om
m
unity 
organisation 
C
om
m
unity 
organisation 
Individual 
!!
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Collaborative research with the Geffrye Museum 
My research is one of four studentships funded by an AHRC Collaborative Doctoral 
Award (CDA) on ‘Home-work: connections and transitions in London from the 
seventeenth century to the present’ at the Centre for Studies of Home (CSH), a 
partnership between the Geffrye Museum, and Queen Mary, University of London 
(QMUL). CSH brings together practitioners and academics working on home from 
a diverse range of perspectives, and was formed with the aim of becoming an 
internationally recognised centre for research and dissemination activities on the 
broad theme of home (Blunt et al. 2013b: 111). CSH was formally established in 
2011, but has a longer-term history of collaboration that initially emerged from a 
common interest in the study of home. The partnership has brought numerous 
benefits to QMUL and to the Geffrye, as well as the many academic and museum-
based members who are affiliated with the CSH. For the Geffrye, the collaboration 
offers opportunities to be involved in research, to enhance curatorial knowledge 
about its collections and to enrich the experience of the museum for its audiences. 
The collaboration has also expanded academic work on home at QMUL through a 
growing number of research projects, events and funding opportunities. Researchers 
have also contributed to exhibitions, learning resources and other engagement 
activities. In emerging from this partnership, therefore, my research differs from the 
‘traditional’ doctoral research project and is situated within the broader 
development of the CSH. The collaboration has influenced the research 
intellectually, methodologically and through the impact of my research beyond the 
academy.  
My research takes place within a model for doctoral study that has become 
increasingly established within higher education in the UK (Craggs et al. 2013, 
Hess 2013). Funded by the UK Research Councils, collaborative doctoral 
programmes were developed with the aims of advancing knowledge exchange 
between academic institutions and external partners and furthering the impact of 
research beyond the academy (Craggs et al. 2013). The collaborative model has 
become increasingly significant within the current funding climate, in which impact 
is viewed as a crucial element of publically funded research (Craggs et al. 2013). 
Collaborations between museums and academic institutions must also be 
understood within wider changes in museum practice. Museums are said to have 
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moved from a focus on collection and display towards an emphasis on social 
cohesion and community empowerment (Lynch 2014, Sandell 2002).  
This shift is particularly relevant to my research, and part of my 
collaboration with the Geffrye has involved exploring how Vietnamese 
communities are engaged with (or disconnected from) the museum. Contemporary 
museums also prioritise the participation of audiences in documenting and 
displaying their histories. The ‘Peopling of London’ project at the Museum of 
London, for example, included oral history interviews and personal collections to 
explore experiences of migration, settlement, work and celebrations (Merriman 
2007: 352). Hackney Museum’s ‘Mapping the Change’ project used oral history, 
photography and art to explore how East London changed between the 1948 and the 
2012 Olympics.3 The Geffrye’s focus on home crosses the boundaries of public and 
private, and its urban location in Hoxton is highly relevant to exploring the ways in 
which domesticity is connected with cultural, political and economic spaces in the 
wider city. The Geffrye also studies how British homes have been influenced by 
different cultures over time, providing temporal and spatial perspectives on home. 
Its ‘Documenting Homes’ collection preserves testimonies and images of London 
homes in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, creating an archive on the ways in 
which homes are decorated, furnished and used and the everyday lives of those who 
inhabit them. Alongside collection-related activities, the Geffrye also emphasises 
community engagement with programmes of learning and participation for children, 
families, older people and adults with additional needs (Lightbown and Lalumia 
2012: 9). The Geffrye also works with local organisations, enabling members of the 
community to participate in documenting and displaying their homes and local 
heritage. The ‘West Indian Front Room’ project explored memories of home among 
African-Caribbean elders, while the ‘Stories of the World’ and ‘Global Homes’ 
projects involved working with students of English for speakers of other langages 
(ESOL), exploring how objects from their homes relate to life in their ‘home’ 
countries4. In the following section, I reflect upon how the format of my PhD has 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3!See!http://www.hackney.gov.uk/Mapping;the;Change;Press;Area.htm!
4!See!http://www.geffrye;museum.org.uk/whatson/events/youth;events/stories;world;
project/!!
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influenced the study intellectually and methodologically, discussing the 
opportunities and dilemmas of collaborative research.  
The opportunities and challenges of collaboration 
The broad themes of my research were developed as part of the CDA proposal, 
which focused on connections between home and work in London from the 
seventeenth century to the present. My project began with the title ‘Home, work and 
migration in the East End of London since 1945’, and included the aim of exploring 
relationships between home and work for migrants through oral history interviews 
and visual methods. While the title and broad themes of the project were planned, I 
have been responsible for shaping its specific focus, methodology and theoretical 
frameworks, as well as the data collection, analysis and final thesis. After 
conducting a review of existing literature on migration in East London, I began to 
learn about the history of Vietnamese migration to the area and noticed a lack of 
research on Vietnamese communities, particularly in comparison to the large 
number of studies on the Bangladeshi and Jewish diasporas. At the same time, I was 
struck by the visibility and concentration of Vietnamese restaurants, nail salons and 
other businesses in Hackney, particularly in the vicinity of the Geffrye Museum. I 
also explored the history of work among Vietnamese communities, and was 
interested in the transition from working in clothing factories to entrepreneurship in 
restaurants and nail salons. After further discussion with my supervisors, I decided 
to focus my research on relationships between home and work for Vietnamese 
people in East London. This focus was also of interest to the Geffrye, who were 
keen to build relationships with Vietnamese people in their local community. Given 
that most existing studies had focused on Vietnamese refugees, I decided to 
examine the experiences of Vietnamese people of a range of ages and from different 
migration backgrounds, including students and other people who had migrated in 
more recent years. 
My research has benefited from the guidance of my supervisory team, which 
includes two academics from the Schools of Geography and Languages, Linguistics 
and Film at QMUL alongside two members of staff from the Geffrye: one from the 
curatorial department and the other from within learning and community 
engagement. Alongside training in qualitative research methods that I have 
 
!
!
!
110!
!
completed as part of the PhD, I have also received training in object cataloguing, 
documentation and community engagement, including object handling and 
reminiscence workshops. This has been invaluable in developing my research skills 
and has enabled me to learn about the process of archiving material, developing 
exhibitions and engaging with audiences. More broadly, my research has benefited 
from being situated within the CSH, particularly through opportunities to present 
my research and share ideas with scholars and practitioners working on home from 
different perspectives. I have also learned about the culture and processes of the 
Geffrye and the workings of the Museum as an institution, which has been useful 
for considering how my current and future research might translate into exhibitions, 
learning resources and other forms of public engagement.  
The collaborative design of my project has also presented particular 
challenges, not only in terms of moving between research and museum-based 
activities, but also when negotiating between the different approaches and concerns 
of different stakeholders. I have had to negotiate my positionality in relation to the 
organisation of the Geffrye whilst building relationships with participants and 
becoming part of a community of researchers at QMUL. I have spent time at the 
Geffrye at regular meetings, conferences, training and outreach activities and when 
researching the Documenting Homes archive, which was particularly useful when 
planning my own research focus and methodology. However, in contrast to the 
format of some CDA studentships, I have not had a physical base within the 
museum. Instead, much of my research has taken place in the homes and 
workplaces of participants or when analysing my data and writing up the thesis in 
the School of Geography at QMUL. Furthermore, although I found it valuable to 
study the Documenting Homes archive in the initial stages of the project, my 
research does not draw directly upon archival material and has focused on 
collecting primary data through interviews and visual methods. Like any doctoral 
research project, this has entailed independent work, creativity and self-direction, 
and I have taken responsibility for shaping the research as a whole. While aspects of 
the research have been challenging, overcoming these challenges has ultimately 
enriched the research as well as enhancing my skills in project management and 
building relationships within a range of academic and non-academic contexts. 
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Public engagement, dissemination and impact 
Undertaking a collaborative project has provided opportunities for my research to 
be disseminated beyond the academy. I was interested in this aspect of the CDA 
from the beginning of the project, and have found it useful to consider how my 
work might engage with the wider public throughout the research process. I have 
presented my research at a public lunchtime talk and several conferences at the 
Geffrye, and have contributed to the development of new forms of engagement 
between the museum and local Vietnamese communities. I have also gained 
practical experience in museum work through volunteering on the ‘Feeling at 
Home’ project, in which the Geffrye invites older people to visit the museum for 
social events, craft workshops and object handling activities.  
A central aspect of my collaboration from the outset has been the transfer of 
participants’ interviews and visual material into the Geffrye’s archive, with the 
separate consent of each participant. This enables my research to feed back into the 
museum, enriching its knowledge and material on the homes and experiences of 
Vietnamese people in East London and potentially contributing to exhibitions and 
learning resources. The interview transcripts, images and thesis will also be relevant 
to museum practitioners, researchers and students exploring issues of home, work 
or migration. However, the potential transfer of participants’ research data raises 
concerns relating to data protection, informed consent and the use of participants’ 
material beyond the research project. Within my research, it was crucial to develop 
information sheets that clearly explained to participants the process of transferring 
their interview data, whilst ensuring that individuals did not feel under any pressure 
to agree to this aspect of the project at the same time as conducting the interview. I 
therefore designed a two-stage consent process in which participants were asked for 
initial consent to be contacted about the transfer of their material at a later date, 
when further permissions would be discussed. This process is situated within a 
wider protocol that has been developed by QMUL and the Geffrye, and enables 
research material to be deposited whilst addressing concerns around copyright, 
anonymity and future use of that material. 
The collaborative design of my research has also had an influence on my 
relationships with individual participants. Whilst some of my participants had 
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visited the Geffrye Museum and seemed interested in the idea of contributing to an 
archive, several participants were unaware of the museum and its focus on home. 
Others were interested in taking part in my research but were less keen for their 
material to become part of the archive. Whilst I endeavoured to ensure that my 
consent form was clear and concise (as well as having it translated into 
Vietnamese), several participants asked for further explanations of the process. 
Others requested options that were not practically feasible, such as being 
anonymised for part (but not all) of their interviews. It is important to note that the 
Geffrye is unable to accept data which has been completely anonymised and for 
which they cannot trace the donor. Whilst some participants would have been happy 
to deposit their data had anonymity been guaranteed, I also appreciated the needs of 
the museum in being able to work with the archive material in a sustainable way. I 
therefore had to negotiate between explaining my research, ensuring that 
participants understood the involvement of the Geffrye and felt in control of their 
decisions to take part in each element of the project.  
Whilst some individuals have agreed to their data being archived, this has 
not been the case among the majority of my participants; at the time of writing, five 
participants have consented to their interview transcripts and photographs being 
deposited in the archive. However, I believe that this must be situated within the 
particular circumstances of participants in this study. Several of my younger 
participants move house frequently or have unpredictable work schedules, and it has 
been difficult to remain in contact with them after the interviews. Other participants 
felt unsure about the nature of the deposit process or were unwilling to take part for 
personal reasons. It should also be remembered that taking part in an interview for a 
research project is inherently different from having that data archived in perpetuity 
in a museum collection. Throughout the process, I have been concerned to respect 
the wishes of individual participants and avoiding them potentially feeling under 
pressure to deposit their material.  
In addition to the archiving aspect of the collaboration, my research has also 
contributed to audience engagement activities at the Geffrye. As part of a project 
funded by Arts Council England, the Geffrye commissioned an independent study 
of how the museum is accessed and visited by different audiences and communities. 
It identified the Vietnamese among a number of communities who do not engage 
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with the museum, despite many Vietnamese people living in the local area. In 
response to these findings, the Geffrye has developed outreach activities in 
partnership with local Vietnamese community organisations. My research has 
contributed to this work in a number of ways. I have liaised between my research 
contacts, participants and community organisations, talking to them about the 
Geffrye and participating in meetings to discuss the project. I have also taken part in 
activity sessions at Vietnamese organisations with museum colleagues, including 
gardening, object handling and craft workshops. Some of the Vietnamese 
community groups involved in the project have since visited the Geffrye themselves 
and are planning further engagement with the museum. This aspect of the research 
has also involved challenges, particularly given my role as a researcher positioned 
between participants, the university and the museum. I have had to explain to 
participants that I am not a member of staff at the Geffrye, nor am I working within 
a particular community organisation. However, I also feel that the flexibility of my 
role has enabled me to develop relationships with a variety of individuals and 
organisations that may not have been possible within a ‘traditional’ PhD project.  
The development of public engagement outputs raises multiple 
considerations with regard to the ethics of participation and the roles of the museum 
and the university within their communities. Museums have become increasingly 
concerned to ensure that the public are involved in their programming and that 
exhibitions and activities are relevant and accessible to diverse communities 
(Sandell 2002). Golding (2007) argues that ‘the museum has the potential to 
function as a “frontier”, a zone where learning is created, new identities are forged; 
new connections are made between disparate groups and their own histories’ (2007: 
358). However, participatory approaches to engagement are inherently challenging, 
particularly when they involve vulnerable or marginalised communities. In relation 
to a Black History engagement initiative within a Manchester museum, Lynch 
(2014) draws upon post-colonial perspectives to critique the ways in which some 
museums have engaged with minority ethnic, refugee and migrant communities. 
Whilst participatory programmes are intended to be empowering, such initiatives 
risk reinforcing hierarchies and exclusionary processes unless they are planned with 
knowledge of the complexities and potential sources of conflict within a community 
(Lynch 2014: 67). Whilst my research is potentially suitable for translation into an 
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exhibition or other related activities, this development would require careful 
negotiation with participants and community members, particularly with regard to 
issues of representation and display in relation to religious or spiritual objects. 
Altars, deities and images of worship are regarded as particularly sensitive, and 
their display in a museum context may be considered unacceptable or sacrilegious 
by worshippers or communities (Paine 2013). My research has required on-going 
engagement and collaboration with a range of individuals and organisations at 
different stages of the project. I feel that these collaborations have brought strengths 
to the research, enabling me to provide an account of home, work and migration 
among Vietnamese communities in East London that makes a distinctive 
contribution beyond academia, including in the context of museums and public 
engagement. 
Analysis and Interpretation 
I transcribed all of the interviews in full from the original recordings. The 
transcription process was a crucial aspect of the analysis, not only in terms of re-
familiarising myself with each narrative, but in recognising features of the interview 
that I may not have noted during the encounter itself. In repeatedly listening to the 
audio recordings, I was also conscious of attending to pauses, silences, ambiguities 
and shifts in my relationships with participants. In addition to electronic versions 
that I analysed using NVivo software, I also produced paper copies of each 
transcript. I found highlighting and annotating the physical copy of the transcript in 
combination with the software to be an effective way of coding and interpreting the 
data. Whilst using NVivo enabled me to organise the data efficiently and formulate 
connections between themes in a systematic manner, the paper-based method 
enabled me to retain a sense of each narrative as a whole. I began by looking for 
ideas that recurred across the transcripts, beginning with broad themes relating to 
housing, work, family, homes in Vietnam and East London, then developing sub-
codes that were more specific, including home-making practices and feelings of 
belonging. In the later stages of coding, I began to draw connections across themes, 
in relation to interview locations and individual narratives. Coding was therefore an 
iterative form of interpretation rather than a linear process.  
 
!
!
!
115!
!
When interpreting participants’ narratives in relation to their objects or 
photographs, I was interested in the ways in which home and work may be 
embodied within or constructed through these possessions. Alongside looking at 
objects that were obviously emotionally significant to participants, I also asked 
participants about objects that were used in more everyday tasks and settings such 
as in work, food preparation or other everyday practices. Participants chose whether 
or not to discuss particular objects with me and not all individuals wanted to do so. 
In addition to the images that were produced in the interviews, some participants 
also shared personal photographs of past and present homes, places and objects. 
With their permission, I have analysed their photographs alongside my research 
images, which has been valuable in developing my interpretation of home, work 
and migration over time and at multiple scales. Several of these objects and images 
are discussed in relation to home, migration and work in the empirical chapters and 
have been particularly useful for developing the themes that emerged from 
participants’ narratives. However, the possessions and images were largely engaged 
with during interviews that covered a range of other topics, rather than being the 
focus of discussion in their own right. Therefore, while I draw upon a number of 
objects and images throughout the thesis, these items were not analysed separately 
from the interviews. My approach to objects and images reflects those taken by a 
number of scholars who incorporate possessions and images into qualitative 
research on home and migration (Hurdley 2006, Parrott 2014, Tolia-Kelly 2004). 
While the material and sensory dimensions of the objects that participants shared 
with me is a significant area of focus, the objects are primarily examined in terms of 
their role and importance within the narrative of the participant. I am particularly 
interested in the ways in which meanings of objects and images shift over time and 
in the context of migration.  
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Reflections on practical and ethical issues 
Beyond ‘insider/outsider’: reflexivity, positionality and the co-construction of 
narrative 
Post-positivist approaches have been influential in understandings of research as 
partial, subjective and influenced by the values and identities of participants and 
researcher (Cloke et al. 2005, Rose 1997). The challenge to traditional research 
hierarchies initially led to calls for ‘insider’ research, proposed on the basis that 
shared attributes (such as language, ethnicity, gender and class) would redress some 
of the power imbalances between researcher and participant (Merton 1972, cited in 
Botterill 2015). This position has since been widely critiqued, with other feminist 
scholars arguing that it relies on binary oppositions between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ 
or sameness and difference (Rose 1997: 313). Subsequent research has sought to 
emphasise the relational nature of identities and the ways in which they are 
negotiated during the interview encounter, acknowledging the uncertain, dynamic 
nature of qualitative research (Rose 1997). Intersectional approaches have also 
drawn upon critiques of the insider/outsider binary, as researchers engage with the 
multiple positionalities of researcher and participant and acknowledge that both 
may inhabit ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ status at different times throughout the research 
(Anthias 2012, Botterill 2015, Ryan 2015).  
My positionality as a white, female, British researcher aged in my early 
thirties working with Vietnamese participants has undoubtedly shaped the research 
encounters in this study and the knowledge produced within them. Whilst not 
wishing to overlook the challenges of making connections across diverse 
positionalities within my research, I feel that these relationships reach beyond the 
duality of ‘insider/outsider’ status. My engagements with participants revealed 
points of connection as well as difference, including the discovery of shared 
interests, experiences of living in East London or of being a student. Furthermore, 
my curiosity and wish to learn about the everyday lives of Vietnamese people in 
East London often captured people’s interest before they knew the details of my 
research. Although some individuals were understandably cautious about sharing 
their experiences with me, others were keen to contribute and eager to share their 
opinions and knowledge, particularly in relation to cultural traditions, spiritual 
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practices, food and aspects of their everyday lives. The following excerpt from my 
research diary articulates some of the points of connection and difference that 
intersected during my first meeting with Minh:  
Minh recently finished her MA thesis on teleworking and working at 
home in the UK and Vietnam. It was brilliant to meet her and we seemed 
to get on well - sharing our research topics and suggestions for readings 
was great for ‘breaking the ice’ too. Minh described how, for her 
generation, home is no longer fixed in one place because of globalisation 
and mobility. She emphasised the importance of status in feeling at home, 
saying that, if she went back to Vietnam, she would be able to find a good 
position immediately because of her qualifications and contacts, but in 
the UK she doesn’t have the same access to networks and jobs, so doesn’t 
feel completely at home here (Research Diary, May 2014). 
Drawing upon research with Polish migrants in the UK, Botterill (2015) 
describes how her participants ‘took ownership’ of the construction of particular 
narratives, including experiences of migration and post-socialist transitions in 
Poland. Their enthusiasm in sharing these narratives was intertwined with the 
assumption that, as someone who was not Polish nor a migrant, the researcher 
lacked knowledge that an ‘insider’ would have taken for granted (Botterill 2015: 3). 
Similar dynamics emerged during my research, particularly in regard to Vietnamese 
politics, ancestor worship and religious traditions. In these encounters, I was not 
positioned as an ‘expert’ because I was conducting research; rather, participants 
were keen to educate me on what they felt was important for me to know about 
Vietnam and Vietnamese migration. Whilst I had to ensure sensitivity when 
negotiating these discussions, I viewed them as a valuable way of encouraging 
participants to have input into the research and helping to build rapport.  
Participants in this study range in age from twenty to seventy-one. During 
my interactions with each individual, I was conscious of the influence of our 
respective ages on the research relationship and associated power dynamics. With 
younger participants, I felt that I was positioned somewhere between ‘student’ and 
‘researcher’. I was also aware of the importance of hierarchies of age within 
Vietnamese culture, in which it is usual to establish the age of the person with 
whom one is meeting in order to ensure the correct terms of address are used and 
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respectful relations are maintained. These relationships were also important in my 
interviews with community and religious leaders. 
I have also been aware of the ways in which participants’ narratives were 
related to their personal experiences of living in Vietnam during particular time 
periods, as well as to their diverse migration circumstances. Several interviewees 
who arrived as refugees remain opposed to the Vietnamese government, viewing 
the country and its leaders through their memories of conflict and exile. In contrast, 
most of my younger participants preferred to avoid speaking about political matters, 
despite being highly aware of issues of corruption and human rights concerns in 
Vietnam. Young people have grown up during the country’s transition towards a 
developing ‘late socialist’ state (Bayly 2013), and have had very different 
experiences to previous generations. Among some participants, a reluctance to 
discuss these matters may reflect a lack of interest or partial knowledge of 
Vietnam’s history. For others, I sensed that politics was a sensitive topic that they 
would rather avoid discussing with someone that they did not know and who was 
not Vietnamese.  
Alongside instances in which I have been in a relative position of power, 
there have been moments when I have experienced vulnerability during research 
encounters. During one interview, a participant shared some particularly difficult 
memories of her childhood in Vietnam, during which her mother had been a victim 
of domestic violence. Whilst wanting to allow her to express her experiences 
without restriction, I found it challenging to know how I should respond to her 
confidences. I endeavoured to act with empathy and sensitivity, and wanted to 
check that she was feeling safe and supported after the interview had finished. This 
interaction proved complex to navigate, as the participant then seemed worried that 
she had said too much or had distressed me by sharing her experience. Meeting her 
again after the interview, I felt a sense of wanting to reciprocate some of her 
openness and shared some of my own experiences of personal difficulty with her. 
The conversation became a way of forming connections through shared personal 
experiences and to process our understandings of gender inequality, illness and 
identity. I later felt a sense of insecurity as to whether I should have offered this 
information, how it would impact on her engagements with me as a researcher and 
on the research as a whole.  
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Whilst several points of connection emerged during my interactions with 
participants, there are some crucial differences and experiences that I will never 
share with them. A particularly salient example is related to migration, freedom of 
movement and geopolitics. This was especially relevant amongst participants with 
temporary visas, who hoped to remain in the UK but were aware of the difficulty 
they would face in doing so due to the increasing demands and restrictions of the 
immigration regime. There have been multiple occasions in which I have been 
highly aware of the sensitivity and power imbalance of asking someone about their 
experience of migration when my own situation is one of relative privilege. Other 
participants have asked me for advice on how they might be able to stay in the UK, 
how they might secure a job which will sponsor their visa application, or for help 
with applying for a postgraduate scholarship. In each example, I have found it 
challenging to navigate between wanting to support participants and to reciprocate 
their generosity towards my research, whilst being aware of the ethical dimensions 
and limitations of what I could offer individuals in terms of practical help. Rather 
than minimising these complexities or viewing them only in terms of limitations, I 
aim to demonstrate how I have negotiated them with participants, and how learning 
from one another has shaped the study as a whole. I have found the following 
quotation from Botterill (2015) particularly useful in relation to the positionalities 
that have influenced my research: 
As social researchers we are continually challenged to strike a balance 
between and across positions…In this sense we are always outsiders 
occupying an uncertain space in relation to the populations we study. In 
recognizing our multiple positionalities, however, we can find common 
ground, engage empathetically and secure an ethical space in which to 
conduct research that does not necessarily proscribe to an 
insider/outsider dichotomy (Botterill 2015: 17). 
Navigating the emotions of the research encounter 
Alongside an acknowledgement of the intersecting positionalities of participant and 
researcher and their influence on the research encounter, my fieldwork has also 
highlighted the significance of emotions in conducting research. My research diary 
was a valuable place in which to document and process the multiple, sometimes 
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conflicting emotions that I experienced during my encounters with participants and 
my concerns about how my responses might affect the interviews and thus, the 
research as a whole. The following excerpt articulates my attempt to process an 
interview that I found particularly challenging: 
This reflection is going to be about the difficult parts of 
fieldwork…interviewing Cường was incredibly interesting and left me 
with lots of ideas, but I also felt out of my depth and unsure of how to 
respond. After the first few questions about his home and family, he 
told me that he had come to the UK as a refugee because his parents had 
been killed in Vietnam. I tried to respond as sensitively as possible and 
not ask too many questions about how they died. However much 
reading I have done about ethics and reflexivity, almost nothing 
prepares you for how to deal with someone sharing something so 
traumatic and life changing. The interview ended up being shorter than 
most I have done so far – I’m not sure if this is because he preferred to 
give short answers, or because I was too conscious of not wanting to 
upset him so sped through the questions a bit. Even so, I am trying to 
find the positives from it and think of things to follow up on in the next 
interview – I’m going to try and make the most of being invited to his 
house in Hackney (Research Diary, February 2013). 
In highlighting this challenging aspect of a research encounter, I hope to 
demonstrate the significance of emotions within research encounters (Wallace 
2012). I also follow the position of Yow (1997), who argues that the interviewer’s 
reactions and influences are an important part of the research, not something to be 
minimised or glossed over in search of ‘objectivity’. Throughout my interactions 
with participants, I have also been mindful of Hurdley’s (2006) argument: that 
narrators are not ‘containers of stories to be mined’ but co-constructors of the 
knowledge that emerges from the research. Finally, I have drawn upon these 
encounters as a powerful reminder of the multiple meanings of home; it can be a 
place of loss and trauma as well as belonging and comfort. 
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Language, meaning and learning in research 
Intertwined with the complexity of relationships between researcher and 
participants, issues of language have been of particular importance in this research. 
The majority of my interviews were carried out in English, with the exception of 
three in which a family member or friend offered to interpret. I had the research 
information sheet and consent forms translated into Vietnamese, and, having made 
contact with an interpreter at an early stage of the research, participants were 
offered the option of an interpreter being present during their interview. While most 
individuals were comfortable being interviewed in English, conducting interviews 
in a participant’s second language does represent a power imbalance in the research. 
However, I was also mindful of the impacts that using an interpreter can have upon 
the interview encounter, particularly in terms of relationship dynamics and the 
possibility that the interpreter is a well-known figure within the community (Palmer 
2010). I endeavoured to ensure that questions were phrased clearly and used a 
flexible topic guide to enable participants to discuss experiences that were 
significant to them. Botterill (2015: 3) notes that even when interviews are 
conducted in a shared first language, there will always be ‘things left unsaid’ and 
‘moments where listening and interpreting what is said falls short of expectation’. I 
prioritised listening with sensitivity and empathy to participants’ experiences.  
After the first three months of fieldwork, I began learning Vietnamese from 
a participant who worked as a Vietnamese tutor alongside her studies. I attended 
one-to-one lessons on a weekly basis for around eight months, and have continued 
to study the language during the writing-up process. Whilst my Vietnamese remains 
at an elementary level and I would not have been able to conduct interviews in the 
language, I have found the learning process to be valuable for the research as a 
whole. I have gained a great deal of knowledge about aspects of Vietnamese 
history, geography, culture and tradition, including the meanings behind different 
concepts of home, gender relations and spiritual practices. In addition to enhancing 
my knowledge, learning Vietnamese has enabled me to introduce myself and to 
‘break the ice’ with other participants. Moreover, learning Vietnamese has enabled 
me to learn from and ‘give something back’ to one of my participants, not only 
financially, but also in terms of her wider input into the research. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the methodological approach that I developed for the 
study, reflecting upon the different stages and challenges that were involved in the 
research. I have examined the value of in-depth qualitative approaches to the study 
of home and migration, emphasising the particular significance of individual stories 
and everyday practices in researching connections between home, work, migration 
and the city. Central to this study are the narratives of individual participants from a 
range of ages and backgrounds who have migrated over a period spanning over 
thirty years, from the end of the Vietnam War to the present day. My research 
makes a methodological contribution to studies of home and migration by providing 
a cross-generational approach that prioritises personal stories while connecting 
them with wider geopolitical dimensions of migration and displacement.  
In its focus on relationships between home, work and the city for migrants, 
this study also contributes to approaches which move beyond ‘methodological 
nationalism’ towards an emphasis on the centrality of cities within migrant 
experience and the city as a potential site of home for diasporic communities (Blunt 
and Bonnerjee 2013, Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009). My research not only 
examines participants’ experiences of home in relation to East London and the 
wider city, but also explores relationships between home and work, providing a 
multi-faceted study of migrants’ everyday lives in the city. In developing a 
framework for the study of relationships between home, work and the city in 
contexts of mobility, I draw upon a range of methods that have been used to explore 
material, emotional, spatial and temporal aspects of home-making and belonging 
(Blunt and Dowling 2006, Hurdley 2006, Miller 2001, Tolia-Kelly 2004). My 
methodological strategy emphasises the significance of practices, emotions and 
ideas of home, work and migration, whilst also attending to the role of geopolitical 
forces and power relations within them.  
Alongside individual interview narratives, my research emphasises the 
significance of studying participants’ relationships with objects and images in 
contexts of mobility. In so doing, my study draws upon visual and material culture 
perspectives, with a particular focus on the multi-sensory and emotional dimensions 
of domestic objects and images in experiences of migration (Burrell 2014b, Svašek 
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2014, Tolia-Kelly 2004). I am also interested in how objects and images may take 
on alternative meanings in contexts of mobility and displacement. While my 
research considers the emotional, sensory and imaginative aspects of objects in 
relation to home and domesticity, I also examine how these dimensions are related 
to the wider world, including socio-economic and political influences upon home 
and mobility such as precarious work, housing and immigration regimes. 
In addition to its distinctive focus on relationships between home, work and 
the city and the translocal connections between them, my research is unique in its 
design, having been developed as part of a collaborative partnership between the 
Geffrye Museum and QMUL. This collaboration has enabled public engagement 
and dissemination activities to be considered from the beginning of the project, and 
has facilitated a range of opportunities for my research to have impact beyond the 
thesis. Alongside these opportunities, this chapter has highlighted the challenges of 
collaborative research and their ethical and practical dimensions. My research has 
involved building relationships with participants and community organisations, as 
well as negotiating my role in relation to the Geffrye and relationships with my 
academic and museum-based advisors. I offer a critique of established debates 
between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ positions, exploring how the research has been 
shaped by multiple shifting positionalities.  
The next chapter explores participants’ diverse experiences of migration 
from Vietnam to East London, situating their narratives within the broad themes of 
departure and arrival. It goes on to examine how participants become familiar with 
and navigate the city, discussing how they form attachments with and re-shape the 
city through their everyday practices and mobilities.   
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Chapter 4 
Routes, journeys and encounters: Vietnamese migration to East London 
Home in the context of migration has been conceptualised as ‘a dynamic process, 
involving the acts of imagining, creating, unmaking, changing and losing and 
moving “homes”’ (Al-Ali and Koser, 2002: 6). This multi-faceted description points 
to the embodied and emotional work that is involved in reconstructing homes that 
may have been lost, left behind or destroyed, and captures the lifelong process that 
Al-Ali and Koser (2002) describe as ‘uprooting’ and ‘regrounding’ homes. In this 
thesis, I draw upon ideas of home as material, imaginative and multi-scalar to 
explore relationships between home, work and migration for Vietnamese people in 
East London. My research is concerned with the ways in which this specific urban 
location is intertwined with home and work at multiple scales, from the domestic to 
the urban and across transnational space. Al-Ali and Koser’s (2002) multi-
dimensional concept of home is also relevant to the diversity of migration 
experiences among the individuals involved in my research. Their journeys from 
Vietnam to London span over thirty years and are interwoven with personal and 
geopolitical events at multiple scales. Participants’ descriptions of their arrival also 
capture a sense of the rapidity of change within the urban landscapes of East 
London and the wider city.  
This research explores the ways in which migrants from Vietnam re-make 
East London as they navigate and dwell within the overlapping sites of home, work 
and city. In this chapter, participants’ experiences of migration from Vietnam to 
London are explored through the themes of departure and arrival. The chapter 
draws upon the migration experiences of individual participants, locating them 
within broader geographies and histories of Vietnamese migration to London. I 
explore the narratives of participants who left their homes to escape the Vietnam 
conflict and its aftermath. I also examine the migration journeys of participants who 
have arrived more recently, many of whom have come to study in London. Whilst 
not wishing to underestimate the differences in the circumstances of participants 
who arrived as refugees and those who have migrated more recently, this chapter 
draws out the connections between their narratives of migration and imaginings of 
the city. The second part of the chapter focuses on experiences of arrival in East 
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London and the ways in which participants encounter and come to know the city. 
The chapter examines how participants practise the skills needed to find work, 
housing and a sense of belonging in the city, noting the ambivalence that is often 
bound up with this concept. The chapter then considers the ways in which 
participants narrate their experiences in relation to architecture, governance and 
everyday life in urban Vietnam. I propose that this is not only a device for 
comparing cities in which they have lived, but can be understood as a form of 
translocal connection between the urban sites of London, Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City. I argue that through their everyday practices and movements around the city, 
migrants not only inhabit and work in the city, but also contribute to its continual 
re-making. 
 
Points of Departure: from Vietnam to East London 
 
I lived in Vietnam until 1979 when the whole family left the country by 
boat, and I came to the UK via Hong Kong, and I’ve been in the UK 
ever since (Son). 
We felt excited, we felt so happy that we’re here, finally we’re here! 
Because to be able to be here, we have to pass IELTS exam, you have 
to pass the visa process, and so many things we have to deal with 
(Minh). 
 
The above excerpts speak to the diversity of migration experiences among those 
involved in my research. They include those who survived difficult journeys by 
boat from Vietnam to Malaysia or Hong Kong, most of whom also endured stays in 
refugee camps before being re-settled in the UK. However, the majority of my 
participants have migrated to London in the last ten years, and have done so in order 
to pursue education and career opportunities. Not all of these individuals are from 
affluent backgrounds, and their families have often sacrificed a great deal in order 
to finance the costs of studying in London. They have migrated from a country that 
has undergone dramatic economic and political change since the Vietnam conflict, 
and most have chosen to study abroad for its anticipated cultural, educational and 
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financial advantages. Individuals not only migrate to London for various reasons, 
but are also diverse in terms of their family background, place of residence in 
Vietnam, religious beliefs and practices. Nevertheless, my research highlights 
themes that are important for a range of individuals across their circumstances of 
migration. These include the complicated emotions involved in separation from 
their homes and families and the challenges of finding housing, work and 
community in an unfamiliar city. Participants’ narratives reveal the material, 
emotional, spatial and temporal dimensions of their migration journeys. Their 
stories emphasise the importance of considering the migration journey as an 
experience and life event that has meaning and importance to the migrant 
throughout their lives (BenEzer and Zetter 2015). However, scholars point out that 
the majority of migration research focuses on the causes and consequences of the 
migration journey rather than the experience of the journey itself (Burrell 2008, 
BenEzer and Zetter 2015). A small but growing body of research has since explored 
the tangible and embodied experiences of journeying and border crossing among 
migrants and refugees, exploring the material objects, practices, emotions and 
spaces that are involved in the journey (Basu and Coleman 2008, BenEzer and 
Zetter 2015, Burrell 2008, Griffiths et al. 2013). Scholars have also examined the 
multiple temporalities that are involved in the migrant journey, including those of 
waiting, accelerating, stopping and queueing (Collyer 2010, Griffiths et al. 2013, 
Sheller and Urry 2006).  
Furthermore, journeys of migration are often life-changing events that are of 
profound emotional significance to migrants and refugees and are an important 
influence upon individual and collective diasporic identities (Burrell 2008, BenEzer 
and Zetter 2015). Participants in this study who arrived as refugees frequently recall 
vivid, often traumatic memories of their journeys from Vietnam to London and their 
multiple experiences of displacement, transit and waiting in refugee camps before 
reaching the UK. This research also explores the objects, spaces and temporalities 
involved in the migration journeys of participants who migrated to London for 
education and work. While their mobilities contrast with the long, difficult and 
often dangerous journeys of those who came as refugees, they also involve 
particular spatial, temporal and material dynamics that are inseparable from 
participants’ identities and emotions. The following section contributes to 
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perspectives that emphasise the spatiality, temporality and materiality of migrant 
journeys by foregrounding participants’ narratives of their journeys from Vietnam 
to East London, situating them within the wider contexts of Vietnamese migration 
to the UK. 
Leaving Vietnam 
The quotations at the beginning of this chapter highlight the extent of change in 
migration routes from Vietnam to the UK more broadly, and must be considered in 
relation to demographic and political changes in both locations. Forty years have 
passed since hundreds of thousands of people left their homes, fleeing from war, 
poverty and persecution in Vietnam. The Vietnamese refugee crisis is regarded as 
one aspect of a massive flight from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, in which an 
estimated 3 million people escaped multiple conflicts and political crises in the 
region (Chan 2011: 2-5). Between 1975 and 1997, a total of 1.5 million refugees 
and asylum seekers were registered in UNHCR camps, 840,000 of whom were 
Vietnamese (Robinson 1998: Appendix 1). In order to understand the experiences 
of participants who were part of that exodus, their journeys must be contextualised 
within the broader political landscape.  
Scholars trace the beginnings of the crisis to French colonisation of the 
region and the formation of a five-part French Indochina in which Vietnam was 
divided into administrative regions of the North, Centre and South, the legacy of 
which remains strong within Vietnamese national identity (Haines 2011: 21). After 
the Second World War, the United States’ support for French attempts to re-take 
Vietnam was a significant factor in the creation of a separate Republic of Vietnam 
in the South of the country (Haines 2011: 20). The first ‘wave’ of refugees was 
triggered by the fall of American-backed governments in Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia in 1975, during which Communist Vietnamese forces from North 
Vietnam took control of Saigon (Chan 2011: 2-4, Haines 2011: 21). The United 
States evacuated those who were closely associated with the Southern government, 
while thousands more refugees escaped using whatever transport was available, 
including commercial ships and small fishing boats (Haines 2011: 21). The second 
mass flight from Vietnam took place after 1975, and was triggered by war on the 
border between Vietnam and China. Chinese-Vietnamese were targeted in anti-
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Chinese attacks that swept the country and thousands of people were forced to 
leave, many ending up in refugee camps in Hong Kong. This was the experience of 
Son, who left Vietnam with his mother, grandparents and two siblings. Son 
identifies the crucial role of the China-Vietnam conflict in their decision to flee the 
country: 
The war with America in 1975 - that ended, but there was another war 
with China up on the border, up North, in 1979. Because my family is 
ethnic Chinese, my paternal grandfather, he’s Chinese, so that’s why we 
had to leave the country - it cost us a lot of money. We fled by boat, but 
we left because of a different war in 1979, not the main one (Son). 
Son’s experience highlights the complex and heterogeneous circumstances in which 
families were forced to leave their homes. The majority of the first refugees who 
were re-settled in the UK were Chinese-Vietnamese and were accepted from Hong 
Kong, which was under British administration at the time (Dalglish 1989, cited in 
Barber 2015: 7). Participants in my research, however, include ethnic Vietnamese 
who fled from the South as well as refugees from Northern Vietnam and those of 
Chinese heritage. For all refugees fleeing by boat, the journeys to safety were long 
and traumatic. Vũ, who fled from South Vietnam, described making repeated 
attempts to escape during which family members and friends would pool their 
savings, obtain a boat themselves or pay an agent who was organising a trip or 
planning to smuggle refugees on board a commercial ship. Those who were 
determined to leave learned the importance of keeping their plans a close secret. 
When rumours of an imminent trip were circulating, those who wanted to join often 
had to leave suddenly, with little time to plan or to inform their families. People 
travelled with few possessions in order to remain inconspicuous to the Vietnamese 
authorities, and because space on the boats was severely restricted. Once at sea, the 
refugees’ journeys were fraught with dangers, including over-crowded boats, 
drowning, dehydration and pirate attacks. The voyage to Malaysia, Singapore or 
Hong Kong could take anything from a few days up to several months, depending 
on whether or not they were rescued by international vessels. Whilst exact figures 
remain unknown, reports estimate that around ten percent of boat refugees died at 
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sea (Wain, 1981, cited in UNHCR 2000: 82). Son’s narrative evokes the trauma and 
disorientation of his experience, which remains sharp and intense in his memory: 
It was horrendous, yes, I can remember very vividly. We had a lot of 
people in the boat, and we had to throw a lot of food overboard because 
just so many people, and we keep the sweet water on board and that’s 
how we survive, just the rice and sweet water. It took us a week, 
drifting at sea, and I remember seeing ships going by at night but they 
didn’t see us or something, because the wave could have capsized us, 
they didn’t see us, didn’t pick us up. I remember seeing dolphins and all 
these fish, yeah, I can still remember very vividly (Son). 
Water has multi-layered significance within Vietnamese refugee narratives. In a 
study of the narratives of Vietnamese refugee women, Nguyen (2009: 6) notes that 
the Vietnamese word for water (nuoc) also refers to homeland, country and nation. 
Within the Vietnamese diaspora, therefore, water is regarded with ambivalence, 
being associated with life and death, with a route to sanctuary and the trauma of 
being forced to leave one’s homeland. Within my research, participants recall their 
journeys by boat in diverse ways. Simon was born in Huế, Central Vietnam, but 
moved to Saigon, where he lived with his parents, grandparents and nine siblings. 
Unable to endure the hardship and frustration of life under the Communist regime, 
he left Vietnam aged twenty-four, accompanied by his younger brother. After 
several days at sea, they were rescued by a Malaysian military ship. Simon 
remembers the sea being calm as his boat sailed towards Malaysia, and emphasises 
his gratitude to the authorities who saved them: 
The sea was very peaceful, we didn’t experience very much trouble – 
it’s like a lake, you know, when we cross the sea - we were very lucky. 
Just only the last day of our journey, we had a little bit of stormy 
weather, but we crossed the sea, and thank God for this, on Good 
Friday, 1984 we landed in a beach in Malaysia, and the United Nations 
High Commissioners came for rescue, and we were very lucky to be 
helped by the Malaysian military (Simon). 
Refugees who were rescued were taken to holding camps in Hong Kong or 
Malaysia while they waited for their asylum claims to be processed. Escalating 
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numbers of refugee arrivals led to increased hostility by the host countries, with 
reports of some South East Asian countries routinely engaging in ‘pushbacks’, in 
which boats were sent back out to sea (UNHCR 2000: 80). Within the refugee 
camps, conditions were crowded and the atmosphere was often tense as refugees 
waited for a decision about their re-settlement. Son describes how the camp that he 
stayed in became more restrictive with the rising number of refugee arrivals: 
It’s like a block, in these wooden beds, built on top of one another about 
three, four levels, and we just stay there and we have to queue up for 
food. The toilet facility was terrible, bathing facility was terrible, we 
were treated more like prisoners. But at that time, we still had more 
freedom than the people that came later. My mum was even able to go 
out to work in a toy factory, my grandfather was allowed to go and see 
Chinese opera, and I was allowed to go out to market, but later on, it 
was closed down, forbidden. People had to be deported because too 
many Vietnamese were coming to Hong Kong, so our period was just a 
little danger for us (Son). 
Simon spent six months in a refugee camp in Malaysia before being re-settled in 
Norway. He recalled ‘complicated’ conditions in the camp, as people from diverse 
backgrounds were forced to live in close proximity for extended periods. Violence 
was described as a frequent occurrence, triggered by the volatile combination of 
limited food rations, crowded, humid conditions, boredom and apprehension as 
people waited for a decision about their re-settlement. Despite these conditions, 
Simon regarded life in the camp as fundamentally preferable to remaining in 
Vietnam during the post-war years: 
The most important thing was we had freedom. Freedom is above 
everything. We could talk, we could sing, we could do whatever we 
liked, in limited regulation, but it’s much better than in Vietnam, 
because in Vietnam, no freedom. Everything you do you have to ask for 
permission, everything you think of, you have to ask for permission, 
and this is like [you are] a child (Simon). 
Following a UN Conference convened to address the refugee crisis in South East 
Asia, hundreds of thousands of refugees were accepted for re-settlement by 
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international nations (UNHCR 2000: 82). The British government was at first only 
peripherally involved, accepting 300 refugees from Vietnam in 1975. It was not 
until the conflict between Vietnam and China escalated that Britain began to accept 
refugees from Hong Kong. In 1979, Britain agreed to accept a quota of 1,500 
refugees from camps in Hong Kong, Thailand and Malaysia, as well as 1,400 
refugees who were rescued by British ships. Under the conditions of the Geneva 
Convention, Britain agreed to accept another 10,000 refugees later that year (Duke 
and Marshall 1995, cited in Barber 2015: 20). In total, over 22,000 Vietnamese 
were re-settled in Britain between 1975 and 1988 (Hale 1992: 277). The first 10,000 
refugees were housed in government-run reception centres that were designed to 
help them to adapt to life in the UK. They were then dispersed around the country, 
in accordance with government policy intended to avoid the ‘ghettoization’ that it 
worried would occur if refugees lived in close proximity to one another. In reality, 
this policy led to unemployment and isolation for refugees who had already 
undergone significant hardships in reaching the UK (Sims 2007: 4).  
Son arrived in Britain from Hong Kong at the age of eleven after being 
accepted with his mother and two sisters. His family was sent to live in Scotland as 
part of the dispersal policy, and Son’s narrative highlights the powerful memory of 
his arrival:  
I remember arriving, I still remember the date actually: it’s the 17
th 
of 
October 1979. I think we arrived in winter, I’d never seen snow before, 
and the mountains...very cold, and, Scotland as well, snow guaranteed 
every year, up to your knee! Scottish people are very nice people – they 
put us in a big house, like a big mansion with several families, waiting 
to be relocated to different areas (Son). 
Son’s account highlights the profound cultural dislocation experienced by the 
refugees who were re-settled alongside him. On top of the traumatic experiences 
they had undergone on their journey to safety, refugees were quickly forced to 
become familiar with everyday practices that were completely unknown to them: 
The Vietnamese at that time, some of them were so poor back home, 
they didn’t realise the food kept downstairs (was) for everybody - some 
of them tried to steal the food and put it in their rooms (Son). 
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Uyen, who arrived at the age of five with her mother, father and brother, 
recounts a similar sense of trepidation at the unknown environment that awaited 
them. The fear of not being able to eat familiar food was especially prominent in her 
narrative, and she describes how her family prepared by bringing crucial ingredients 
from Vietnam: 
Well, when we came here, my father told me that anyone who escaped 
on the boat used to leave with the clothes on your back, and like, food, 
because you had to provide that, but we really thought we would never 
eat a grain of rice again, you know? We would only eat potatoes for the 
rest of my life, because we brought rice and sisal (Uyen). 
The significance of food in relation to migration, home and belonging has been well 
documented (Petridou 2001, Sutton 2001, Law 2001). Later on in this thesis, I 
examine the multiple connections between food, home and identity for participants 
in this study, exploring how these relationships are reconfigured through 
transnational migration.  
The migration backgrounds informing this research range from being forced 
to flee imminent danger to migrating in pursuit of economic or educational 
opportunity. While not wishing to overlook the importance of this diversity, my 
research also highlights experiences of migration, work and urban dwelling that are 
significant for participants across their migration histories. The next section of this 
chapter examines the experiences of departure among participants who have arrived 
in recent years. This section contributes to a growing body of research that 
examines international student migration, including work on international education 
as a source of cultural, social and economic capital (Waters 2009, Naidoo 2007, 
Leung 2013) and research that explores the significance of place and identity within 
the experiences of international students (Beech 2015, Fincher and Shaw 2009). 
Furthermore, my research adds to a small number of studies that highlight the 
particular challenges that are experienced by international students, especially as 
they move from ‘student’ to ‘migrant’ status (Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2014).  
Ty, a twenty-six-year-old accountancy student from Ho Chi Minh City, left 
Vietnam five years ago when he came to study in London. When asked what he 
knew of other cities in the UK before he arrived, Ty laughed and replied, ‘when 
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people think of the UK, they think of London. They don’t think of other cities’. 
Ty’s statement emphasises the multiple attractions of London and its iconic status 
as a global city. While around five thousand Vietnamese students are studying in 
various universities around the UK, the majority of those that I interviewed had 
prioritised London as their destination of choice. Like several of the students in this 
research, Ty had not travelled outside of Asia before coming to London to study. 
Other students had no experience of travel outside Vietnam before they decided to 
migrate to the UK. Several participants had already completed their first and 
sometimes also their postgraduate degree in Vietnam, and five people had worked 
in Vietnam or elsewhere in Asia before returning to education. Minh, a thirty-one-
year-old former teacher from Ho Chi Minh City, came to London in 2012 to begin 
an MSc in Human Resource Management. A significant factor in Minh’s decision 
to choose London over other cities was the presence of her brother and sister, who 
were already studying in the city. The opportunity to remain in close contact with 
her siblings has been a source of security and companionship for Minh, and has 
helped to ameliorate some of the more challenging aspects of arriving in a new city: 
We are very lucky that we have three people here, so for the first days in 
London, we don’t feel the loneliness that many people often say they feel 
when they live in a foreign country (Minh). 
Ngọc is a twenty-year-old Business Management student at a university in 
East London. Originally from Hải Phòng in Northern Vietnam, she first came to 
London to study for her A-Levels at a private sixth form college. Like Minh, Ngọc 
was drawn to London partly because her sister had already studied here. Ngọc’s 
parents had also been keen for their daughters to stay together on their journeys 
overseas, as Ngọc explains: 
All my options were in London, because, well, while I was doing A 
Levels, my sister was still here, and Vietnamese parents, they’re really 
collectivist, so they want children to stay with each other so they can 
help each other out, so yeah, my mum told me to choose only the ones 
in London (Ngọc). 
Ngọc’s description of Vietnamese parents as ‘collectivist’ is situated within broader 
ideas and traditions relating to the family in Vietnam. Influenced by Confucian, 
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Taoist and Buddhist teachings, these values emphasise the importance of close 
family bonds, respect for elders and ancestors, and orientation towards the well-
being of the family rather than the individual (Harms 2011: 5). Whilst close and 
harmonious family relationships are valorised within Vietnamese tradition, the 
reality of deciding to study overseas and the complex emotions involved can cause 
conflict and disagreement in families. Studying abroad is a source of social and 
economic capital for students and their families, but also demands significant 
financial investment in addition to the challenges of transnational relationships. 
Ngọc recounted the difficulty that she had in choosing which subject to study, and 
the influence of her family’s differing views: 
For the degree, basically, I didn’t know what to do, because while I was 
doing A Levels you had to make the choice to decide what to do, but 
then I was interested in geography, I was interested in psychology, and 
then maths as well, because maths is really easy here compared to what 
I did…but then my parents were like, ‘no, you’re not going to do them, 
you’re going to do something useful for your future’, so basically 
there’s conflicts among our family members. My mum wanted me to do 
accounting, my dad wanted me to do law, my sister wanted me to do 
engineering…(Ngọc). 
Ngọc finally applied to study Business Management, a decision that was based on 
her wish to study aspects of psychology and mathematics, while the accounting, 
scientific and legal elements of the course helped to smooth over her parents’ 
diverging views. Although deciding upon their chosen university and subject is 
challenging for many students, their choices are also contingent upon navigating the 
procedures that are required to study in the UK. Minh’s memory of arriving in 
London reveals the multiple stages and emotions involved in migrating to study in 
the UK: 
We felt excited, we felt so happy that we’re here, finally we’re here! 
Because to be able to be here, we have to pass IELTS exam, you have 
to pass the visa process, and so many things we have to deal with 
(Minh). 
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When she first decided to apply to study overseas, Minh visited one of the 
numerous education recruitment agencies that are based in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City. These agencies will assist Vietnamese students through the visa application 
process for a fee of around 2 million Vietnamese Dong (£62). Universities in the 
UK are increasingly working with recruiting agents based in Vietnam and 
elsewhere in Southeast Asia as part of their strategy to attract international students. 
In order to be accepted to study in the UK, applicants must achieve an accepted 
score in the IELTS (International English Language Testing System), a four-part 
assessment that is required by institutions in English speaking countries. After being 
accepted onto her chosen MSc programme, Minh had an interview with UK Home 
Office staff via Skype, in order to further assess her level of English and her 
motivation to study in the UK. She also had to provide evidence of sufficient funds 
to study in London. After completing these processes, Minh was granted a two-year 
study visa and travelled to London to join her brother and sister. The siblings have 
since lived together in a number of different areas of the city, including Hackney, 
Islington and Canning Town. 
Alongside the companionship of living with her siblings, Minh emphasised 
the challenges of making friends in London. She was particularly affected by 
arriving after freshers’ week, when many students had already formed friendship 
groups. Living relatively far away from the university presented a barrier to making 
new friends, as she describes: 
I came quite late, because my visa had stopped, something like that, so 
we order the ticket a bit late. So…at that time I think that they defined a 
group in the class already, and at that moment it took me one hour to 
travel! So I was always late, so I don’t have good chance to make 
friends with people, you know? (Minh). 
The experiences of relatives, colleagues and friends who had studied in 
London were important factors in participants’ decisions to do so themselves. In 
addition to learning about the city from their social networks, students’ ideas and 
expectations of London were influenced by representations of the city in films and 
other media. Hiền, a postgraduate Law student from Hải Phòng, recounts her main 
sources of information about London: 
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Media and movies, and newspapers, mostly, and also one of my 
colleagues, former colleagues, is from London - she’s a lawyer and she 
told me a lot about the city, so before coming here I feel like, you know, 
I was prepped a little bit, yeah (Hiền). 
Hiền had worked in international NGOs and travelled in Asia and Europe, but had 
not visited the UK before coming to study here. However, Hiền’s knowledge of 
other European countries was a major influence upon her imaginings of London: 
Because I travelled to Western countries before London, so in my mind 
I imagined it to be very modern, but at the same time, could be a little 
bit ancient because of the history…and it will be cold! [laughs]. 
Actually, before coming here I expected people here to be more 
conservative, and very polite, but conservative…expensive as well, 
that’s something very important. I also expected to see many people 
from different countries, because that’s what we learned about London, 
you know, a very multi-cultural city (Hiền). 
Ngọc’s description of how she imagined London before she left Vietnam highlights 
her knowledge of particular well-known attractions, activities and cultural 
associations: 
I was only thinking about snow, ‘cause we never have snow, well we 
do, but it’s not in our city, it’s far more in the kind of mountainous area, 
so I was thinking about snow, I was thinking about KFC, ‘cause well, 
from what TV shows and movies show, it’s really, kind of busy, and 
fast food and then, kind of, crunchy. Those were the two things that I 
thought about when I imagined myself living in London. Then I see 
more about the tourist attractions, like the London Eye, the Buckingham 
Palace, but I was like, ‘nah’, not really interested, just the food, the 
weather…and the places that you can actually hang out. In our city, if I 
want to hang out, there’s only movies, or you can go to, like, a market, 
like the Brick Lane one here, so there’s different things to see and food 
to eat, but otherwise there’s nothing else to do, so my sister told me that 
she went bowling, she went ice skating, she went to Regent’s Park, look 
at the flowers, and everything, and I was like, yeah, I want to do that! 
(Ngọc). 
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Ngọc discussed how she expected London to be ‘busy’ with people and activities. 
Her descriptions also reference KFC, a brand of fast food that is more associated 
with ideas of ‘Western’ culture in general than with Britain specifically. This may 
reflect multiple crossovers between British and American cultural references that 
are widespread among youth culture in contemporary urban Vietnam. Ngọc’s 
narrative highlights her preference for discovering new foods and places to meet 
friends over visiting particular tourist sites. Her description highlights some of 
London’s most famous attractions, and brings out multi-sensory aspects of being in 
the city. The next part of this chapter explores these embodied experiences of the 
city in detail, examining how participants navigate, encounter and come to know the 
city. Throughout this chapter, the city is not treated as a backdrop for individual and 
collective experience, but as a powerful influence upon participants’ imaginaries, 
emotions and practices, including ideas of home. Alongside recognition of the city’s 
role in migrant experiences, I argue that participants also re-make the city through 
their everyday journeys, encounters and practices of dwelling.  
Arrival in East London: sensing, exploring and inhabiting the city 
Participants’ narratives reveal the intensely embodied experience of encountering 
London for the first time. Their memories of arrival are described in multi-sensory 
terms, as individuals recall the penetrating chill of their first winter in London, the 
smell and taste of unfamiliar foods, and the near-constant proximity of unknown 
others as they move around the city. These narratives describe the city in sensory, 
spatial and temporal ways: as fast, noisy, chaotic, lively, crowded and colourful. 
Most participants’ memories of their first encounters with London revolve around 
the weather and the sense of bodily disorientation that it provoked in them. Whilst 
several individuals talked in a relatively light-hearted manner about their first 
winter in London, adapting to the climate is frequently described as a challenge: 
For the first term, I found it difficult to adjust because I hate the cold to 
begin with, even when I was in Vietnam, so here it just felt so cold and 
not warm enough (Ánh). 
I came on the coldest winter of the last five years! When I step off the 
plane, it was minus seven degrees…I’m from a tropical country! (Ty). 
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Hang recalled the impact of cold weather upon her physical and emotional well-
being during her first year of university, noting the link between differences in 
temperature, light and her overwhelming sensations of fatigue and depression:  
The winter was too much for me - it was my first winter in England and 
I was a bit depressed, like, on a day if I didn’t have like an early class, I 
was sleeping a bit [late] and then I wake up and eat, then it’s noon and 
at 3pm it’s almost getting dark, and I didn’t know that. Like, I was not 
prepared, so I was kind of depressed (Hang). 
Multi-sensory perspectives propose that cities are made meaningful through 
the body as it moves and dwells within the city (Lahiri 2011). Individuals’ 
emotional relationships with and in the city also emerge through sensory memories 
and descriptions. Cường, a twenty-three year old student from an ethnic minority in 
the Highlands of South Vietnam, came to London after the deaths of his parents 
during conflict with the Vietnamese government. Cường was helped to leave 
Vietnam by a family friend. Arriving alone at Heathrow airport at the age of eleven, 
Cường sought asylum and spent his teenage years with a foster family in the 
suburban area of Harefield. After moving out of his foster family’s home at the age 
of eighteen, he arrived in London to begin his degree at the London School of 
Economics, and decided to live in Hackney after learning about the Vietnamese 
communities there. He described the powerful experience of moving to London in 
sensory and temporal terms: 
It’s a totally different way to live - where I usually live is quiet, and 
when I come to London it’s so fast and everything, you’re moving so 
quickly (Cường). 
Cường went on to connect his experience of moving around the city with broader 
reflections on place, identity and community, describing how he had formed close 
relationships in the more predictable world of his former home: 
When you’re moving slowly, you’ve got your life and every day is the 
same, and you know people there, and when you’re in London, I don’t 
know my neighbours, they don’t know me, so when I get home they’re 
not there – basically, we don’t see each other (Cường). 
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Connections between mobility in the city, the intensity of urban sounds and 
the sensations of being in close proximity to strangers were prominent within 
participants’ narratives. These associations were described by Sang, who had come 
to London from a small city in Italy: 
London is very crowded. You know, I was a small city in the mountains 
that is very quiet, only a few people so it’s very, very quiet.  I have the 
impression that everybody moves very slowly. Here [in London] it is a 
lively city (Sang). 
Hiền characterised London as being an ‘awake’ city, and noticed distinct 
atmospheres and emotional responses that were evoked within different areas: 
It is a very big and modern city, lots to do, lots to see. I think it’s a very 
beautiful city, the buildings and the streets, and it’s also how various the 
feel is when you come to a different part of the city. You know, it’s a 
different feeling when you come to the West, and different to the East, 
North’s also different as well, central where we study. Yeah, I like it, 
it’s just so colourful I think (Hiền). 
Hansen and Verkaaik (2009) note that for newcomers such as migrants, the ‘spirit’ 
of the city can feel overwhelming and incomprehensible. I argue that participants in 
this study demonstrate agency in their descriptions of encountering and coming to 
know the city. The excerpt below, taken from Ngọc’s narrative, relates to her 
impressions of Brick Lane: 
There’s many people there, but it’s not too crowded, it’s…there’s more 
things to see, like, not activities, but there’s restaurants, there’s food 
stalls, which are really good smells, you know what I mean, and it’s 
really colourful. Then you have the antiques stores - everything is kind 
of, how do I say it…chaotic-organised (Ngọc). 
Most participants discussed their impressions and experiences of the city in 
relation to architecture, governance and aspects of everyday life in urban Vietnam. 
This was particularly apparent in their reflections on Brick Lane market, which was 
often compared to the bustling streets of the Old Quarter in Hanoi: 
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It’s just the atmosphere, feeling like walking in the old city in Vietnam 
in Hanoi, so I like that. It’s the same type of feel, you know, people 
[having] drinks outside and they eat, they’re eating as they’re walking 
sometimes, and different shops, and also the stuff in the shops also feels 
very Eastern, like Indian or Thailand, South East Asia (Hiền). 
Several participants referred to Brick Lane and Spitalfields market as sites that 
reminded them of Vietnam, particularly because of the strong smells of street food 
and the presence of people eating and drinking outside. Street food (thức ăn đường 
phố) is a significant aspect of Vietnamese urban life, and one of the things that 
participants described missing most about Vietnam. Going out for street food is a 
common practice not only because of the relatively low price and convenience, but 
also as a popular social activity among Vietnamese friends and families. Visiting 
markets such as Brick Lane offers participants the chance to experience elements of 
the food culture of home. Most participants, however, found the food less satisfying 
than Vietnamese street food, principally because it was regarded as lacking in 
freshness and the authentic taste of Vietnamese cuisine.  
Whilst food markets are mentioned by participants as sites in which they are 
reminded of home, they are also spaces in which multiple forms of urban diversity 
are brought together. Brick Lane market, for example, offers street food from 
multiple ethnic origins and regions including Southeast Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. Such heterogeneity is not only found within the food itself, but is 
embodied in the people visiting, buying and selling at the market, resulting in a 
cosmopolitan ‘foodscape’ and site of social encounter (Bishop 2011, Duruz et al. 
2011). Discussing food markets in Singapore, Bishop (2011) draws upon the idea of 
‘contact zones’, defined as ‘social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and 
subordination - like colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out 
across the globe today’ (Pratt 1992, cited in Bishop 2011). Bishop conceptualises a 
Singaporean food market as a contact zone: a site located in a global city within 
which ‘struggles, negotiations, exclusions, and denials around convivial 
cosmopolitanism are enacted’. Participants’ comparisons between urban Vietnam 
and London encompassed both positive and negative attributes. Hang’s description 
of her first impressions of London focused upon a particularly affluent area of 
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Marylebone, where she first arrived as a student, and compared this with her 
memories of urban Vietnam: 
I think I like it because I started with Marylebone Road, Baker Street - 
it was a very nice area! And it was smaller than I thought - because of 
the movies I thought everything is big, and I thought it must be bigger, 
but the roads were not that big so it felt more familiar because in 
Vietnam it’s not that big either - yeah it was nice, Marylebone High 
Street was really nice to me. The first morning I was walking there, I 
just turned down that road because it looks nice and it was really nice, it 
was like a European magazine opening in front of my face! I mean now 
I’m used to it, it was just one of the high streets but compared to 
Vietnam I think it was very clean, people were dressing nicely, it’s quite 
an expensive road, so…(Hang). 
Hang acknowledged in her narrative that she was referring to a wealthier-than-
average street: one that corresponded to popular images of West London such as 
exclusive shops, leafy streets and handsome buildings. However, Hang’s 
description also highlights aspects of her new environment that felt surprisingly 
familiar, and which reminded her of Vietnam. In comparing her perceptions of 
London with her memories of urban Vietnam, Hang was also making sense of and 
identifying with her new location. In another point of comparison between London 
and Vietnam, Ty discussed the ways in which people with similar interests and 
came together in the city, and how this was embodied in the urban fabric: 
It’s like, in London, you’ve got people who’ve got the similarities, they 
focus on one place – like in Camden, you’ve got all the tattoos and 
things like that, in East London you’ve got graffiti and things…but in 
Vietnam we also do the same, like, I think it’s a tendency of society – 
people with similar objects, or similar skills, they come together - a kind 
of union (Ty). 
These forms of comparison are not only devices for describing cities in 
which participants have lived, but can also be understood as a form of translocal 
connection between London and Vietnam - one that contributes to the re-shaping of 
cities as migrants inhabit and move between them. 
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Navigating between home, work and city 
Becoming familiar with the city is a multi-faceted process involving embodied 
practices, spaces and imaginaries. Everyday tasks such as negotiating transport 
systems, finding accommodation and accessing public services are significant for 
newly arrived migrants, particularly because they must be managed in a second 
language as well as in an unknown environment. On top of managing these 
activities, migrants must navigate the broader, longer-term challenges of finding 
employment, studying, forming relationships, and the on-going work of personal 
identity. This section examines the ways in which participants gain knowledge and 
understanding of the urban environment through ongoing, routine and embodied 
practices, framing the empirical material within concepts of urban learning and 
navigation (Anjaria and McFarlane 2011, McFarlane 2011, Knowles 2014). I draw 
upon geographies of navigation and learning to address not only how participants 
find housing and work but also how they form personal connections with the city.  
Relationships between home, work and the city in this research are complex, 
reflecting the spatial and economic challenges of living and working in London and 
the mobility and change that characterise contemporary work and home lives. These 
relationships are experienced differently among participants depending on their 
migration circumstances. The majority of participants who arrived as refugees have 
long-term local authority or social housing tenancies in the Hackney area, and three 
own their own properties. All but one of the participants who have arrived in the 
last ten years live in private rented housing. This involves sharing a house, a flat or 
sometimes a room, usually with other Vietnamese people, often friends or contacts 
that they have made online. This form of co-habitation enables participants to form 
friendships, cook and eat together and communicate in their own language, as well 
as saving money in London’s expensive rental market.  
Most students move relatively frequently and are prepared to travel 
significant distances across London for work opportunities, although the majority 
live in Hackney, Stratford and Mile End. These locations are also convenient for 
those who work in Vietnamese restaurants, most of which are located in the 
Shoreditch area. Other participants undertake various forms of paid work from 
home, including freelance interpreting, Vietnamese teaching, and running supper 
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clubs and food businesses. These forms of work are influenced by their housing, 
immigration status and the nature and availability of employment. Some 
participants combine studying with teaching Vietnamese from home and working in 
a nail salon or restaurant, finding as many ways as possible to supplement their 
income. Participants’ narratives reveal multiple intersections between home, work 
and the city, often simultaneously addressing their perceptions of the house, 
experiences of the local area and moving around the wider city, as well as 
relationships and personal interests. These connections are clearly visible in Hang’s 
narrative as she recalls moving from living on campus to a shared house in West 
Ham: 
So in West Ham, it was a shared house and actually we lived in the 
living room of the house – it had a wooden floor, and there was a 
garden - small, a bit bigger than this area, it’s not like a big garden with 
grass. But when I lived in Central London I lived closer to where things 
happen, so markets, where things happen are just a few tubes away, or I 
could even walk to Piccadilly Circus for a movie or something. But at 
the same time, when I was in West Ham I no longer had the scholarship 
so I didn’t really go out that much, so it was okay. And I like 
Spitalfields Market and Brick Lane and Kingsland Road, you know, that 
area where all the Vietnamese restaurants are, and I often shop at the 
Vietnamese shop on Hackney Road. How long did it take to go there - I 
think half an hour, no? Or maybe less (Hang). 
After living in student accommodation during her first year at the University of 
Westminster, Hang moved into a shared house where she lived with three other 
Vietnamese students. Relationships between home and work were explored as she 
described travelling from West Ham to her part-time job in a shop in Westfield, 
Stratford. Hang also discussed the benefits of living close to a market where fruit 
and vegetables were cheap and easily accessible, connecting this with a broader 
reflection on health and eating habits:  
It was easy for me to come into work in Westfield - it was one stop 
away, so it was okay for earning some money, and I really like the 
market in Stratford. There’s this vegetable and fruits place which is one 
pound for a bowl of anything and they’re very fresh, and it’s of course 
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cheaper than in Central [London] so I really enjoy that part. The fruits 
and vegetables, yeah we always buy, like, ten pounds or more for a 
week, that’s why we eat more vegetables and we still keep that habit 
now (Hang). 
Some participants who were studying in London used Vietnamese agencies 
that offer assistance with university applications and visa processes, some of which 
also offer to arrange accommodation for students before their arrival in London. 
Whilst other students tried to arrange their own accommodation using websites such 
as Gumtree and Spare Room, not being physically present in London made it 
difficult to research and secure a property. Several participants were anxious to 
arrange their accommodation before arriving in London, and were vulnerable to 
being overcharged by lettings agencies and landlords. Participants’ initial 
unfamiliarity with the city made finding a place to live particularly challenging. 
Phương described the difficulties that she experienced in finding a room: 
At first, I’d say that it was really difficult for me to find a place to live, 
because when I was in Vietnam I applied for a place in the campus but 
they rejected it, so I had to find another place and you know, when I call 
from Vietnam to some agency they just say that I have to come here to 
sign a contract, I have to come here to find a place, and I remember 
when I came here I lost over four hundred pounds looking for a place. I 
have to ask someone because I have no relatives, no friends here; I have 
to do everything by myself. And then I remember, just one guy, he told 
me just give him fifty, no, eighty pounds for the fee, that he will look 
for the place for me, and then when I came here I had a place, but it’s 
just a casual place, you know, and after that, he tried to find a way to 
kick me out of the house and he took all the deposit off me, it’s four 
hundred pounds. Luckily, when I came here I can go to agencies to ask 
them to go around, I can see the places, so finally I got a place, but it 
was really, really hard for me! (Phương). 
Several participants had found rooms through Vietnamese Students in the 
UK (SVUK), an online network that is popular among Vietnamese students and 
long-term residents. Advertisements relating to accommodation, jobs and social 
activities are posted on this network, as well as within Facebook groups that users 
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must request to join. Offers are placed by students who are already in the UK, as 
well as Vietnamese people in London who have a house or room to let. Most of my 
participants who came to study in London found their accommodation through 
relatives or friends who were already studying in the UK. In the excerpt below, 
Ngọc described living with her older sister until she left to study in the Netherlands. 
She noted how her mother’s ‘collectivist’ concern for her welfare influenced her 
decision to live with Vietnamese friends that she had met during her studies: 
We lived together, and then because she had to plan before she left, so 
she helped me find a property so that I can stay in. So…my mum, 
collectivist mum, she doesn’t want me to stay alone because, well, she 
thinks that I’m independent enough to take care of myself, but just in 
case I’m sick or there’s an accident in the house and no-one knows, that 
would be bad, so she told me to ask some of my friends to stay with me. 
So we end up, like, me and two other friends, and in the end we stay in 
a flat together (Ngọc). 
Minh described how she learned about the existence of Vietnamese communities in 
London when her sister sent details of the house that they would be renting in 
Hackney. This house was being let by a Vietnamese person who had arrived in 
London as a refugee. Several other participants had secured housing through 
personal contacts and online networks, and had informal rental agreements with 
their landlords. Participants’ housing choices are not only related to economic 
factors, nor directly linked to the location of their employment and education, but 
are intertwined with their motivations to create a sense of belonging and familiarity. 
The places and strategies through which students find accommodation in London 
can also be understood as points of connection between different generations of 
Vietnamese with diverse migration circumstances. 
‘They didn’t have a home for us’: Vietnamese refugees in East London 
The years following the arrival of Vietnamese refugees in the UK were marked by a 
significant secondary migration in which many Vietnamese moved from isolated 
communities in more remote areas to cities with larger Vietnamese populations, 
including London, Birmingham and Manchester (Tomlins et al. 2002, Sims 2007: 
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4). Those who relocated to London frequently moved into areas with more available 
and affordable housing, which were often located within relatively poor districts. 
Vũ, who arrived as a refugee in 1979, recalled how Vietnamese people would squat 
in abandoned houses in Hackney, which he described as being a ‘rough borough’ 
during the 1980s. Many refugees were offered social housing tenancies on the same 
estates and areas of the city, leading to the establishment of Vietnamese 
communities, particularly within the boroughs of Hackney and Lewisham. Uyen’s 
narrative emphasises the multiple forms of displacement and insecurity experienced 
by many refugees. In addition to being forced to leave their homes in Vietnam, 
undergoing difficult journeys and enduring life in the liminal space of the refugee 
camp, the refugees frequently had a precarious start to their new lives in the UK: 
So I came here when I was about five, and we were placed in hotels, 
like bed and breakfasts, because there was no home, they didn’t have a 
home for us. We were there for about six months. Then we were homed, 
placed in council estates just by Clissold Park in Hackney. Hackney was 
really run down, and I think all the Vietnamese people were placed in 
Hoxton or Shoreditch mainly. So we were on the edge, mainly away 
from that, we were at Highbury and Islington. But I remember in 
Shoreditch when my Mum used to take us to visit all her friends there.  
There was nothing - just like, a dead industrial wasteland (Uyen). 
 
Uyen’s narrative evokes a powerful image of the extent of change in Hackney since 
her arrival in the 1980s. Hackney has been affected by processes of regeneration 
and gentrification, profoundly changing how it is perceived by residents and in 
relation to the wider city. While it is now associated with fashion and desirability, 
expensively restored housing and cultural diversity, Uyen’s description highlights 
Hackney’s history of industrial decline and deprivation. Uyen also recalls a sense of 
being ‘the only foreigner’, and experienced racial bullying at her first primary 
school. She explains that at the time, ‘people didn’t know what Vietnamese 
was…we were just categorised into being Chinese’.  
Son was placed in a Housing Association property in Hackney after moving 
to the area from Scotland. Son’s narrative emphasised Hackney’s history of 
deprivation, crime and disturbance. His mother had been a victim of crime on 
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several occasions, memories of which continued to dominate Son’s perception of 
his home and neighbourhood: 
My sister, she moved down here to live in Hackney, so we came down 
to be with them. We stayed here because of the housing problem and 
because of mum’s work, all the factories were here, but we’re not too 
keen on Hackney because mum got mugged six times, you know, 
money taken and knives and all these things. We’ve been here ever 
since and [because of] the housing situation, it’s very difficult to move 
elsewhere. The house is fine, I like this house, we decorate it and we 
keep it clean, but when you’re out and about you have to be careful – 
it’s Hackney, there’s a lot of mugging going on, you know? (Son). 
Finding work: within and beyond the home 
After their arrival in London, those who came as refugees faced the challenges of 
finding work, housing and establishing financial security. Many of the refugees who 
were re-settled in Britain came from relatively poor, rural areas of Vietnam and did 
not speak English, leaving them with few options for employment (Sims 2007: 3). 
Those who did have qualifications often found that they were not transferable to the 
UK employment market. Barber (2015) notes that in contrast to Vietnamese 
refugees in the United States, those who arrived in the UK did not have an existing 
Vietnamese community from which new arrivals could receive support. The 
refugees also arrived during a time of recession and comparatively high 
unemployment in the UK (Barber 2015). For many Vietnamese, East London’s 
clothing industry offered the most readily available livelihood. Several participants 
who came as refugees recalled their parents working in Hackney’s clothing 
factories or on sewing machines in their homes. This work involved multiple 
challenges: learning the new skill of operating the machines, providing for one’s 
family on extremely low rates of pay, and long working hours. However, the work 
also offered some advantages: it did not require English language proficiency, and 
could be done around childcare and housework tasks, although refugees with social 
housing tenancies were not permitted to undertake paid work in their homes. Vũ, 
who founded the An Viet foundation to support Vietnamese refugees, noted that 
sewing skills were in such high demand that the charity began to offer training on 
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sewing machines at their centre in Hackney. Whilst men, women and sometimes 
children were involved in making clothes, it was frequently women who took on 
most of this work. Here, Son described the multiple jobs that his mother took 
throughout her life in Hackney, including in clothing factories: 
Yeah, she always worked - at that time [in Hackney], there was nothing, 
no…restaurants, no supermarket, there’s only a few clothing factories, 
so mum worked in a clothing factory before she got sick, and she 
looked after children, then she got really sick and she stopped (Son). 
Uyen discussed the challenges faced by her mother, who had a professional career 
in Vietnam but had to accept any work that she could obtain in London: 
My mum had to make clothes illegally because you weren’t allowed to 
work from home, I don’t think so. She would get absolutely nothing for 
a shirt - something like 10p - she would have to make hundreds in order 
to survive… I think for immigrants it’s really hard, you come here and 
you can have the highest degree, be a master at your craft, and you’ll 
probably be cleaning or something. She was a pharmacist and then she 
had to kind of do the lowest [job], but you know, I think for her 
mentality, she has never resented it, she’s always felt really lucky that 
she’s here (Uyen). 
Despite experiencing de-skilling and the burden of working long hours for 
little pay, Uyen noted how much her mother valued her re-settlement and new life 
in Hackney. The intertwined histories of home, work and migration among East 
London’s Vietnamese refugees are also enacted in the materiality of Uyen’s house, 
which was built on the site of a former clothing factory. Uyen expressed 
ambivalence towards the previous incarnation of her house, and described the 
clothing factories as a ‘lifeline’. Despite the harsh conditions, they offered refugees 
a means of supporting themselves and their families. In addition to working in order 
to secure housing, food and other essential items for the family, Uyen’s mother 
prioritised saving money for her children’s future. Uyen recalled that despite 
earning as little as one pound per day, her mother put aside money for her piano 
lessons, even managing to buy a piano on which Uyen could practise at home. Her 
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mother went on to start her own clothing business, eventually employing her own 
staff.  
The strength and determination shown by her mother had a strong influence 
upon Uyen’s identity, values and career. After studying fine art at Central St 
Martin’s, Uyen started her own fashion business and opened a boutique in West 
London. She later went on to become a food stylist, chef and writer, and hosts 
supper clubs in her home in Hackney. She recently published her first book on 
Vietnamese cuisine, for which she travelled to Vietnam to learn more about the 
foods that her mother had cooked during her childhood. When discussing each of 
her career paths, Uyen noted the influence of her mother’s work within and beyond 
the home. Vietnamese refugees have frequently been described in terms that 
highlight their work ethic and determination to provide a better life for their 
children (Smith 1999). Their resilience in overcoming traumatic experiences and 
gruelling journeys has been an important resource enabling them to rebuild their 
lives in the UK. Many Vietnamese refugees emphasise the centrality of the family, 
particularly their children and grandchildren, in motivating them to work hard and 
provide them with the chance of upward social mobility. The significance of family 
(gia đình) is related to concepts of hierarchy, loyalty and respect for one’s elders 
and ancestors within Vietnamese culture, and is heavily influenced by Confucian 
and Taoist tradition (Smith 1999, McAllister 2012).  
Whilst providing for one’s family is of crucial importance in the lives of the 
men and women with whom I spoke during this research, the gendered significance 
of women’s work is a theme that recurs across the interview narratives. Vietnamese 
women are regarded as having a relatively high degree of independence and power 
compared to women in other Asian cultures, with many running their own 
businesses from home and taking care of household finances. In reality, however, 
their position is a great deal more ambiguous: within Vietnamese tradition, women 
are frequently represented as hardworking ‘managers’ of the home, often dedicated 
to their children’s successes, and as devoted to the needs of others, particularly their 
husband, children and husband’s relatives (Bayly 2013). Minh pointed out that 
despite women’s advances in terms of paid work, the act of sacrifice (hy sinh) is 
widely viewed as a positive trait in women and continues to be a powerful discourse 
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within Vietnamese culture. These gendered discourses have a major impact upon 
societal expectations of women and upon their aspirations of career and family life. 
From clothing factories to entrepreneurship: changing forms of work 
During the 1990s, Britain’s clothing industry entered a period of severe decline as 
an increasing number of companies relocated their factories overseas. These global 
shifts in industry, technology and capital had a major impact on Vietnamese 
refugees in London, who were again forced to find new sources of income (Sims 
2007). Vietnamese people devised new entrepreneurial strategies to survive in the 
city, including restaurants and nail salon businesses. Today, the majority of nail 
salons throughout East London and beyond are run by Vietnamese entrepreneurs, 
and have become major sources of Vietnamese employment (Bagwell 2008). 
Vietnamese nail businesses are also embedded within transnational networks. After 
a group of Vietnamese refugees living in the United States were offered training in 
nail care, news of their success reached other Vietnamese communities, and nail 
salons became increasingly popular businesses. Providing manicures and extensions 
did not require advanced levels of English, and offered a flexible business 
opportunity with low start-up costs, making it attractive to Vietnamese in Britain 
(Bagwell 2008).  
Nail salons, however, also have somewhat controversial associations, having 
been linked to issues of irregular migration, trafficking and criminal activity. I 
found it difficult to access and gain the trust of individuals who worked in nail 
salons, and while this was partly due to language barriers and how little free time 
people had, I also feel that it is influenced by the sensitivity of these topics. 
Towards the end of my fieldwork, however, I interviewed Lily, who arrived in 
London as a refugee and now works in a nail salon in North London. Lily came to 
London after leaving Vietnam by boat in 1983 and spending two years in a refugee 
camp in Hong Kong. Lily had undertaken various jobs since arriving in London, 
including cleaning work, which she left to care for her own children, before 
entering the nail sector around ten years ago. She now runs her own business within 
a larger beauty salon in a predominantly Jewish area of North London. Lily worked 
long hours in the salon, and had only one day off per week. Like several people that 
I interviewed, Lily accepted a relatively long journey between home and work, 
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explaining that for her, the location of the business was of lesser importance than 
whether it attracted regular customers.  
Vietnamese nail businesses are not only connected transnationally, but also 
in the ways in which they facilitate connections between Vietnamese people with 
diverse backgrounds, ages and migration experiences. Whilst many nail salons were 
started by people who came to London as refugees, they also employ Vietnamese 
who have migrated in more recent years. Lily, for example, employed a young 
woman who came from Vietnam to study for a postgraduate degree and needed to 
work in order to fund her living expenses.  
In addition to nail salons, Vietnamese migrants and refugees have also found 
success through opening restaurants and food-related businesses. Although these 
restaurants are found across London, Hackney contains a large concentration of 
Vietnamese cafés and restaurants, particularly on Kingsland Road in Shoreditch and 
on Mare Street in Hackney. Vietnamese restaurants have become popular with a 
diverse range of customers, particularly as London has gained a reputation for 
international cuisine, and residents and visitors seek increasingly diverse food-
related experiences. Within popular media, the area of Kingsland Road has been 
termed ‘Pho Mile’ because of the high number of Vietnamese restaurants that are 
located there, and is frequently identified as a visible centre of London’s 
Vietnamese community. Whilst in some senses, this is an accurate reflection of the 
history of Vietnamese migration and work in the area, it overlooks complex 
relationships between home and work among Vietnamese in contemporary London. 
While many Vietnamese travel to Hackney for work, they do not necessarily live in 
close proximity to their shops or restaurants, as Son explains: 
Before they did [live in Hackney] but now, because of the nail shops, 
they had to move out. But since, unofficially, Hackney became the 
Vietnamese area, people know that, so they come here to do business. 
Once they’re established and make good money, they can afford to live 
in a better area, but they make money here so they have to come back 
(Son). 
In a similar way to nail salons, Vietnamese restaurants are points of 
connection between different generations of Vietnamese with diverse migration 
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histories. Members of the second generation of Vietnamese (who were born in the 
UK) often work within family restaurant businesses. Several of the Vietnamese 
students that I interviewed worked in restaurants alongside their studies, and are 
permitted to work up to twenty hours a week under the terms of their student visa. 
Ty came to London to study Business, and worked in a restaurant on Kingsland 
Road. I interviewed him during the summer vacation, when he was allowed to work 
full-time under the terms of his student visa: 
I work a long hour job. Like, normally I wake up about 9 o’clock, and 
then, morning ritual and everything, done and pack my lunch and go to 
work at about 10, get to work at 10.30, and I leave my job at like, 10 or 
11 at night time…I get one hour break (Ty). 
While most of the students that I interviewed received financial support 
from their parents, several also worked to supplement their income. Working in 
restaurants can be a demanding job, particularly when undertaken on top of 
university work. Despite possessing the required documents that allow them to 
work in the UK, I spoke to students who had experienced low rates of pay and long 
working hours. For those without legal status, the situation can be much worse. One 
student told me that he had worked in a restaurant with a Vietnamese man who did 
not have immigration documents. This colleague was forced to work longer hours 
for lower wages compared to staff with the correct paperwork. He was afraid to 
complain in case he lost his position, and could not report the employer because of 
his precarious status. It is important to note that migrants can move between 
‘regular’ and ‘irregular’ statuses for a variety of reasons (Sigona 2012). Examples 
include staying after their visa has expired, exceeding their working hours, or due to 
their college being stripped of its ‘trusted sponsor’ status by the Home Office. Later 
on in the thesis, I explore how immigration status impacts upon participants’ 
experiences of work, home and belonging.  
Mobility, Translocality and Learning 
Participants’ experiences of East London and the wider city are shaped by journeys, 
movements and connections, not only between Vietnam and London, but also 
within different areas of London and between home, work and the city. In this 
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section, I draw upon translocal perspectives in order to examine the ways in which 
participants learn about and form attachments to the city through their everyday 
movements, practices and forms of dwelling. I build upon McFarlane’s (2011) 
concepts of urban learning and translocal assemblage to address how individuals 
gain knowledge of the city through routine, embodied engagements with urban 
spaces and materials, as well as through their encounters with other inhabitants 
(McFarlane 2011: 3). Participants’ narratives bring out the ways in which they learn 
about the city through everyday movements between home, work, university and 
other social spaces, such as those of leisure, intimacy and friendship. Ty, who 
currently lives in Shadwell but has previously lived in rented accommodation in 
various parts of the city, describes his first journey between home and university: 
It was in Forest Hill, and my school was in Kingsbury, so it’s like, 
South East London where I lived, and my school’s in North-West 
London – both Zone 3 and my school in Zone 4, like this [gestures as if 
crossing London]. I get used to it now, because, like, here in London, 
you’ve got everything very organised. In London you’ve got the best 
transportation network you ever found, it’s the biggest one – you’ve got 
bus, train, overground, all of them. Like, when I was coming from 
Forest Hill, there was only one bus to go there, and now when I go 
there, they’ve got three buses! I feel like [the] London government, they 
really cater their service to the needs of the people, not only because of 
political things. And I used to use Barclays Bikes, because the first two 
years you’ve got discount, you pay only forty-five pounds a year, and 
the distance between my house and my school are like, under thirty 
minutes, so…I don’t have to pay money for that. I think the scheme 
encourages people to go short distance by bike, not by other vehicle, so 
it will be good for the environment (Ty). 
Ty’s narrative highlights the ways in which he learned about the city through 
everyday journeys between home and university using multiple forms of transport. 
These practical engagements with the city led Ty to form opinions about London’s 
transport system and on wider aspects of urban policy. Ty’s experiences of mobility 
in the city are also related to his experiences as a migrant and an international 
student, and must be understood in their political context. Ty moved from Forest 
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Hill to Westbourne Park, where he could be closer to his university. The UK Border 
Agency closely monitors the attendance of Tier 4 students, and Ty was worried that 
being late for classes would affect his eligibility. Eighteen months into his course, 
Ty’s university had its license to sponsor Tier 4 students suspended, after concerns 
were raised about fraud in multiple colleges in the UK. Ty had to change his course, 
moving to the London School of Business to study accounting. He also got a job in 
a restaurant on Kingsland Road, and moved to Hoxton to be nearer his workplace: 
I used to live in Hoxton, when I study at LSB. It’s about, like, 2012? 
There’s a whole Kingsland Road full of Vietnamese restaurants - I used 
to work in one of them, so I lived near my workplace, and from there I 
used to park nearby, go and cycle to school, less than thirty minutes, 
and you’re beautiful, free (Ty). 
Simon, who left Vietnam as a refugee, lived in Norway before coming to 
London in 1999 to begin his training as a Priest. As part of his role, Simon has lived 
in several different dioceses in London, including Tottenham, St. John’s Wood and 
Heston in West London, before moving to his current location in Stepney two years 
ago. He describes his familiarity with the city as a whole, which has emerged 
through living and working in different areas: 
I know London very, very well, so finding from one place to another, I 
know the area, I can remember the area, and so, you know, travelling by 
car is no problem (Simon). 
My research highlights the ways in which participants come to know the city 
through the everyday challenges of navigating between home and work, friendship 
and community. Ty describes how he secured his current job through drawing upon 
his first-hand knowledge of Vietnamese cuisine, which was useful to his employers 
in a Hackney restaurant:   
I’m quite lucky, because I like selling Vietnamese desserts, but before I 
came in, those people, like, they’re not Vietnamese, they don’t know 
actually what the desserts are, they put coconut milk on everything, and 
then when I come in, I buy it quite often and I said, ‘oh, you’re not 
supposed to put that on there!’ They’re like, ‘how do you know all these 
things?’ I’m like, ‘I’m Vietnamese! I’m from the South, I know these 
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things!’ ‘You want to work here?!’ Then the same day, she asked me to 
come back, bring my CV and I got a job (Ty). 
In addition to providing a source of income, working in the restaurant enabled Ty to 
develop new skills and to maintain a sense of connection with his Vietnamese 
identity whilst living in London. He also notes the importance of adhering to 
regulations on immigration and employment, which he has learned through his 
experiences of work and education: 
It makes me more Vietnamese. I know how to make the food, I learn 
how to make the food and what the secret is and things – like, when you 
grow up, you know how to make the food you used to eat, but not so 
often like this…when they employ me, they’re asking me ‘do you know 
how to cook?’ Oh yeah, basic one I know, like to reheat the chicken, to 
fry them, and things like that, but the more you learn the work, the more 
you get familiar with stuff, you start to upgrade your skills. My job, the 
one I have now, it’s one where they give you paperwork properly, look 
more official than other places I work for with Vietnamese food and 
things like that…they’ve got a system, and everything’s quite clean and 
transparent (Ty). 
Through travelling, working and dwelling in multiple areas, participants not 
only come to know London, but also make new connections with the city, forming 
relationships with particular sites and locations. In a study of migrants on Beijing’s 
periphery, Knowles (2014) notes that the skills of flexibility, resilience and 
imagination are particularly important in enabling migrants to find shelter and 
regular work. Through a focus on migrants’ journeys at different scales, from 
routine trips between home and work, to longer journeys home or to the places of 
their ancestors, migrants’ connections with the city are revealed (Knowles 2014: 
66). A close examination of the biographies of particular migrants, moreover, 
reveals ‘an urbanism under construction’ as cities are ‘conceptualized through the 
journeys converging on, and drawing routes through, them: the urban as the sum of 
cross-cutting pathways of those who fabricate it’ (Knowles 2014: 67). 
Participants’ senses of belonging, home and attachment shift as they move 
around and inhabit different areas of the city. Ngọc describes how her sense of 
 
!
!
!
156!
!
home has changed as she learned about different areas of the city through moving 
between specific locations: 
I think it’s changing, it depends, because when I was doing my A-
Levels I had to go from Gants Hill, which is far on the north east, to 
South Kensington, which, basically it’s across the tube map, so when I 
was studying A levels and I had spare time, and I don’t want to go 
home, I can go around or even to the centre, but now, like, my home is 
Limehouse, and school is like, Mile End, so basically it’s just East 
London (Ngọc). 
Hiền, who came to London to study for her Masters degree, was keen to find a 
home that was located near to the river, having grown up in a coastal location in 
Vietnam. She undertook extensive research on different areas of East London, 
deciding upon Wapping, where she now lives in a riverside apartment near St. 
Katherine’s Dock. Hiền describes her sense of attachment to her home in relation to 
the wider city: 
Oh, I love it…it’s just not far away from the centre of the city, but at the 
same time it gives you a feeling of a private village, outside of busy and 
noisy London, so I really enjoy it (Hiền). 
Ngọc’s description of her favourite places in London emphasises the multi-scalar 
nature of her relationships with the city, from her home itself to particular locations 
in East London: 
There’s a lot of favourite places, like, there’s a café in Brick Lane, I 
don’t know how to say it, it’s Chez Elles, or something, but it’s a 
French café, it’s really, kind of like a small place, but it’s really 
organised, like, cute decoration, and it gives you the atmosphere that’s 
really kind of, you know, relaxing and warm. So that’s one…my home 
is also a favourite place, [it’s] very comfortable (Ngọc). 
Encounters with(in) the city 
Translocal geographies engage with the city as a site in which ‘different urban 
spaces and neighbourhoods are negotiated through migrants’ personal histories, 
memories and a spatialized politics of difference’ (Datta 2011: 73). In this section, I 
 
!
!
!
157!
!
focus on participants’ social encounters with and in the city, examining their 
perceptions of diversity, community and belonging. Focusing on Polish migrants in 
London, Datta (2011) argues that the city is ‘fractured’ by migrants’ everyday 
practices and movements across different places. The city is experienced not as a 
single place, but as multiple interconnected spaces and places, all of which draw 
upon the mobilities and imaginaries of migrants themselves (Datta 2011: 73). 
Within the narratives of several participants, London was imagined as a city rich 
with architectural heritage and tradition, but also as dynamic and cosmopolitan. 
Some participants drew upon their understandings of ‘Western’ cultures in a broad 
sense, including in American films and popular media. Participants’ narratives also 
reveal the contrasts between their imaginings of London and the realities of living 
in the city. Hiền, who had expected Londoners to be somewhat reserved, expressed 
surprise at the friendly, helpful nature of her encounters with people since arriving 
in the city: 
Surprisingly, I found people here super friendly, and helpful…because, 
from the history we learned, we feel like Londoners would be very 
conservative, and they will focus on what they want to do, but not other 
people’s business. But so far, people just, you know, approach me and 
ask me questions, what do I need to help…it just really strikes me - the 
city - to be very warming, welcoming and nice (Hiền). 
Simon, who left Vietnam in 1984, discussed how his ideas of London were 
influenced by listening to BBC broadcasts in Vietnam as a child:  
This is the place I really wish to be since I was small, because of BBC 
news. I’m very interested in politics, so I always follow the broadcasts 
from BBC, and from when I was very young – thirteen, fourteen, I was 
addicted to BBC news. Every day we hear it, and because BBC news is 
very objective, and this is the quality of the news, we love it, and 
because it was broadcast from London, every time we heard the bell 
from Big Ben, so I always hope that one day I should be in London, and 
the dream came true (Simon). 
In contrast to the United States and the legacy of the Vietnam War, the UK 
does not have a direct historical link to Vietnam other than the British government’s 
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offer of asylum to refugees in the aftermath of the conflict. For Simon, London was 
particularly associated with freedom that was unavailable in Vietnam during the 
years of war and revolution. Many younger participants were cautious about sharing 
their opinions on the current political situation in Vietnam, but some did mention 
issues of restricted freedoms and corruption. Ty described Britain as ‘the mother of 
the civil world’, drawing upon his knowledge of the Commonwealth and Britain’s 
history as a colonial power. London was also frequently described as 
‘cosmopolitan’ and diverse, as exemplified in Simon’s narrative:  
When I was in London, I couldn’t believe that I was in London, you 
know? When I first came, I said ‘oh my goodness’, this is like a dream 
to me. But now this is reality and London has become cosmopolitan, 
and you can do a lot of things here, you can get a lot of information, it is 
a very good city to live and to work [in]…it is very international 
(Simon). 
Cosmopolitanism has been understood as ‘a particular stance towards 
differentness in the world, one that involves an openness to, and tolerance of, 
diversity’ (Young et al. 2006: 1687). Critics point out that such constructions can 
overlook the politics of class, race, gender and sexuality with which 
cosmopolitanism is intertwined (Binnie and Skeggs 2004, cited in Young et al. 
2006: 1689). Theories of translocality propose that cities are both locally situated 
and transnationally connected, and are intertwined with wider networks of power. 
Participants’ perceptions of their neighbourhood and the wider city reveal the 
profound changes that have taken place in London since the arrival of the first 
Vietnamese refugees. Several participants remember when Hackney was known as 
a place of poverty and crime. Whilst Hackney today is very diverse, Uyen 
remembered being the only Vietnamese child in her school and feeling isolated 
from her peers. She described the sense of profound displacement experienced by 
the refugees arriving in a completely unknown city, and how they gradually formed 
their own community: 
When we left, we really thought we would never have rice again, so 
when we did get here the only thing that everybody had was food. 
Chinatown was a good destination; you could buy rice and very similar 
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food to ours. But that was the only sense of home, because nobody had 
other family so the community was people who came on the same boat, 
for instance, they are still friends for life. That’s their family; my mum’s 
friends are her family.  She had a huge family in Vietnam, but she had 
to leave them (Uyen). 
Son recalled the extreme differences between Hackney in the 1980s and in 
the present day, particularly in terms of the availability of Vietnamese products. He 
described how Vietnamese refugees living in London used to travel to Paris, where 
there was a larger and more established Vietnamese diaspora: 
Way back when, before all the supermarkets, all the Vietnamese went to 
France, to Paris, and if you couldn’t go, someone would go, buy and 
sell it to you. Now, we have the supermarkets…oh, one step after Paris 
would be the Chinese supermarket, which we used to have, and the next 
step would be Vietnamese supermarket, and now, the current step 
would be Tesco. Tesco stock everything now, almost 
everything…(Son). 
Uyen feels a strong sense of community in Hackney, referring not only to 
her building and immediate neighbourhood, but in the local parks and shopping 
areas, describing it as ‘a real East London feel, like being in a village’. Uyen’s sense 
of belonging and home is intertwined with her personal history, memories of the 
area and seeing it change over time:  
I really like it here - I just like the fact that I’ve grown up here and seen 
it evolve, whereas if I went somewhere else then I wouldn’t know it so 
well and it wouldn’t feel like it was home. I would feel as if I was just 
tagging along (Uyen). 
Vũ also arrived as a refugee and has lived in Hackney ever since. He values 
Hackney because of its diversity and strong links to the Vietnamese community. He 
is a well-known figure in the local area, and has been committed to creating a sense 
of belonging among Vietnamese communities in Hackney since his arrival in 1979: 
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Hackney is a mixture of people, especially with the biggest Vietnamese 
community here. You can shop for Vietnamese food in my street, a lot 
of my friends live around here (Vũ). 
Son has lived in Hackney since 1999 and has an ambivalent relationship 
with the area. He remembers when it was known as a place of crime and danger and 
the ways that this impacted upon his own family: 
I’m grateful, but I always told my mum that I don’t like Hackney. I 
mean, Hackney’s quite rough, I’ve always preferred Islington - I often 
go there, nice area, and I can always get back to Hackney very easily. I 
wanted to get out of Hackney, but Hackney’s been good to us, the 
council and stuff…but you don’t feel settled, you don’t feel at ease 
because you don’t know when someone’s going to smash into your 
house, mug you in the street, you know, and it’s a very poor borough. I 
mean on one hand I’m very grateful, I’m very thankful, on the other 
hand, I don’t know, there’s just a lot of rough things going on. Even 
though I live in Hackney and it’s not a safe borough, I feel the UK is 
my home. Wherever I go, I don’t feel safe unless I get home to the UK. 
You feel really safe when you touch the ground, when the plane lands in 
the UK. Because you feel protected, you’ve been here so long (Son). 
Despite feeling grateful to Hackney for offering his family a long-term home, Son 
remains cautious about the security of the area. In contrast to Uyen, who feels a 
particular sense of home in Hackney, Son describes feeling attached to the country 
as whole, particularly because it offered sanctuary to the Vietnamese refugees. Son 
also discusses the internal divisions within the Vietnamese community, particularly 
between people from North and South Vietnam, who have different political 
standpoints and experiences of migration:  
I mean there’s not a major problem, but there’s still a slight division 
between the North and South Vietnamese, you know – the majority of 
Vietnamese in this country are from North Vietnam, the minority are 
from the South. I mean, you make friends, my best friend is from the 
North, I’m from the South, but for some people, there’s still that 
division and they try to avoid each other, don’t talk to each other, but 
some of them are good friends (Son). 
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Compared to participants who came to London as refugees, those who have 
arrived in more recent years encounter a dynamic city that is viewed as a point of 
connection for people, capital and ideas from around the globe. The majority of 
participants who have migrated to study in London are highly aware of its diversity, 
and several of them cited this as a motivating factor in their decision to study in the 
city. Sang’s description emphasises how being in London has had a powerful 
impact upon his understandings of global events:  
The one thing I really appreciate is, I understand what globalisation is - 
like, something happens, like, your classmates, everybody here, they 
come from those countries, they make the story real. They make the 
story, like, a fact that’s in front of your eyes or something, not like in 
Vietnam, we just heard from the news but it’s far, far away, you don’t 
know about that. But coming here, everything’s so connected (Sang). 
Many of my participants encounter diversity in their everyday lives, including 
through the experience of sharing their accommodation with people from multiple 
locations and cultural backgrounds. This is particularly common amongst 
participants who came to study in the city. Phương, who is currently studying for a 
Masters in Banking Finance, shares with four other people in a three-roomed flat 
near Mile End. Whilst Phương’s roommate is Vietnamese, the other rooms in their 
flat are inhabited by a man from India and a couple from the Netherlands. Sang, 
who lives with his wife and baby in Stratford, shares his rented flat with two other 
couples: a man and a woman from India, and a man and a woman from Brazil. 
Although Sang described having generally good relationships with these flatmates, 
they tend not to socialise together, and often have very different work schedules.  
A sense of the transience of their current living arrangement also affected 
how people interacted with their flatmates. Living arrangements were often 
temporary and frequently changing as people arrived and moved out after weeks or 
months, making it difficult to form lasting relationships. However, other 
participants described how they had formed friendships with people in their shared 
accommodation. While living in a student house during her second year at 
university, Hang shared with Indian students. She described them as being very 
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friendly and easy to talk to, and considered them to be her friends as well as 
flatmates.  
Although their everyday lives in the city appeared to be characterised by 
cosmopolitan diversity, several participants noted the difficulty of forming 
meaningful relationships with people from outside Vietnam. Whilst living with 
other Vietnamese people engendered a feeling of familiarity, belonging and 
comfort, it was not always conducive to making connections with people from a 
range of backgrounds, as Phương described: 
Yeah, usually we always speak Vietnamese, you know, and that’s a 
point of concern, because it’s very hard for me to interact with the 
foreign people. So most of the time, Vietnamese people play with 
Vietnamese people. Up to now I just only have two foreign friends here 
(Phương). 
In addition to their relationships with people that they lived with, some 
participants noted the challenges of forming relationships in their work and 
university environments. Minh described the difficulty of forming friendships at her 
university, citing cultural differences and people’s tendency to gravitate towards 
people from their own cultural background as the main reason for this: 
I don’t have any friends in my Masters degree - the reason is, you know, 
that white people always make friends with white people, European 
people make friends with European people, and Chinese make friends 
with Chinese. So, you know, we had Indian group, we had Chinese 
group, we have European group, so [for them] it’s very easy to make 
friends with each other, but only one Vietnamese in my department so 
far (Minh). 
Simon discussed positive aspects of living in a diverse city, citing the 
benefit of being in a city that he describes as ‘the focus of the world’. He noted the 
importance of being able to communicate in English to make the most of the 
opportunities that London offers: 
This city has become very cosmopolitan, you know, the focus of the 
world is always here, so in some way you get the first hand information 
when you live in London. And it’s very interesting because of many 
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activities, you know? All kind of international activities that you can 
follow up…but the most important thing is English language. You 
know, English language has become very popular everywhere, and this 
is the language of money, as well. If you can speak, if you can master 
this language, you can do a lot of good things, so I think it’s very 
interesting. I always learn English every day, you know, to help me to 
understand more, and also to associate myself into the society more 
easily (Simon). 
Participants’ perceptions of particular areas and neighbourhoods spoke to 
their ideas and everyday experiences of diversity and difference. These descriptions 
did not always emphasise a positive view of the cosmopolitan city, and presented 
critical perspectives on relations between different areas and communities, as 
Phương described: 
I don’t know, I stayed in the West of London for two or three days, and 
I found it more, like, peaceful, yeah. When you live in the West, 
because most of them are the Western people, the European, or the 
original UK people. Here we have the Indian guys or the Turkish guys, 
so it’s, to be honest, it’s much more peaceful to live in the West of 
London (Phương).  
Ty had lived in West and East London, and perceived both areas of the city to be 
characterised by diversity and inequality with places of disadvantage as well as 
wealth: 
West London, like, even though it’s a posh place, it’s full of people who 
don’t speak English because they come from Russia [laughs]. Or, like, 
it’s posh, but it’s not, like, modern or something. I used to live in the 
Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, in Westbourne Park – they 
say it’s North Kensington, but there are lots of council estates there, 
things like that (Ty). 
Examining participants’ encounters with and in the city contributes to 
broader understandings of place, community and the challenges of relating to one 
another in contexts of difference. Whilst cosmopolitanism has frequently been 
associated with openness to the world and valuing the difference of the other, 
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contemporary scholars have critiqued this ideal, questioning who is included and 
excluded within the cosmopolitan city (Glick Schiller 2014, Valentine 2008, 
Werbner 2008). Glick Schiller (2014) proposes the concept of diasporic 
cosmopolitanism in order to challenge the categorisation of migrants as ‘perpetual 
strangers’, focusing instead on the everyday social relations and practices through 
which people construct their lives in cities:  
Diasporic cosmopolitanism can be defined as the sociabilities formed 
around shared practices, outlooks, aspirations and sensibilities – 
however partial, temporary and inconclusive – that emerge from and 
link people simultaneously to those similarly displaced and to locally 
and transnationally emplaced relationships (Glick Schiller 2014: 105). 
Participants’ reflections on London are intertwined with their own situated 
positions and the memories of other places that they bring with them on their 
journeys. Their narratives also reveal the ways in which individuals make personal 
and translocal connections to cities as they inhabit, work and move within them:  
East London, like, people said they’re going to improve things, but 
actually it’s not, it’s a dump! It’s like, Hoxton area - after Hoxton 
you’ve got Dalston Kingsland, the house prices there are like, the same 
price as Covent Garden – I don’t believe it myself, like, what?! The 
same price as in Covent Garden? Because people here are like, the 
trendy ones…East London [is seen as] the artistic one, but to me – 
graffiti! (Ty). 
The approach of diasporic cosmopolitanism offers a counter-narrative to 
ideas of the city as segregated into elite cosmopolitans and marginalised ‘others’, 
defined in terms of their difference (Davis 2006, cited in Glick Schiller 2014: 106). 
However, it also questions contemporary assumptions that mobility and diversity 
necessarily facilitate openness to difference. Instead, diasporic cosmopolitanism 
attends to the contradictions, tensions and inequalities that exist within diverse city 
spaces (Glick Schiller 2014: 106). It also allows for greater understanding of city-
making by migrants, focusing on their daily social relations and how they position 
themselves in relation to local and global networks. In research that emphasises 
connections between urban dwelling and mobility, Blunt and Bonnerjee (2013) 
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theorise the ways in which cities, rather than nations, can become sites of home for 
migrants. This perspective is particularly relevant for younger participants in this 
study, most of whom feel attached to specific areas of East London or to the city as 
a whole, rather than feeling a sense of belonging to England or the UK. This is 
related to a range of factors, including the reasons that they migrated to London, 
their imaginaries of the city before arriving, and the length of time that they plan to 
live in the city. Hiền’s understanding of her relationship with the city encompasses 
these intertwined spatio-temporal factors: 
I feel that I’m attached to London in a very general sense…I just think of 
myself as someone who is living here for a short time, you know, trying 
to experience as much as I can and bring it with me on the next journey 
(Hiền). 
Alongside the everyday challenges of living, working and studying in 
London, participants who have arrived in recent years must also navigate the 
complexities of the UK immigration system and the emotive rhetoric surrounding 
immigration, often driven and reinforced by mainstream media. Participants are 
highly aware of and sensitive to public perceptions of migrants in the UK, and 
several have remarked upon a shift in their feelings of belonging and inclusion in 
recent years. Since the 2010 election, numbers of international students in the UK 
have fallen, and the Post-Study Work visa that allowed students to remain in the 
UK after their degree has been discontinued. Due in part to these changes, but also 
to more general feelings of not being welcome in the UK, Hang told me that she 
would prefer to live elsewhere in Europe, preferably in Scandinavia, which she 
viewed as being more welcoming to migrants. Ty’s experience had also influenced 
his feelings about being an international student in the UK: 
I feel there’s no protection for foreign students here, because just after I 
come to the UK, the UK plans to cancel the post-study work visa, things 
like that – you feel you’re very vulnerable to any changes of regulation. 
In my home country, I’m a person with all kinds of rights, and then you 
come here, you’re, like, put under a zone…my friend said ‘why are you 
so emotional?’ Yeah, you become a ‘foreign citizen’, you know? They 
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said that I think too much, I worry too much, but those uncertainties 
give you insecurity (Ty). 
Conclusion 
This chapter has examined the routes through which participants in this study have 
migrated from Vietnam to East London, highlighting the diversity of their migration 
experiences and the multiple changes that have taken place within London and 
Vietnam since the arrival of the first refugees. It has explored participants’ multi-
sensory descriptions of arrival in London and finding their way around an 
unfamiliar city, including the challenges of securing housing, finding work and 
forming new relationships. Participants’ narratives also articulate broader 
relationships between homes and cities in London and Vietnam, which will be 
explored further in the next chapter. These translocal connections are demonstrated 
through participants’ everyday practices and mobilities, as well as the ways in 
which they describe their perceptions of East London and the wider city. Building 
on existing research on urban dwelling and mobility, I argue that it is through 
migrants’ routine journeys, practices and encounters that home and city are 
connected, and through which cities are re-shaped by those who inhabit them. This 
chapter therefore contributes to scholarship that highlights the spatiality and 
materiality of the city within migrant experiences (Glick Schiller and Cağlar 2009) 
and perspectives on the city as a more significant site of home than the nation 
among migrant communities (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt et al. 2013a).  
This chapter has also explored the multiple roles of work within 
participants’ experiences of home within East London and the wider city. For some 
participants, work was a crucial factor in their decision to migrate to London and 
had a major influence on their housing arrangements, leisure activities and 
perceptions of the city. For several participants, travelling between home and work 
was important in terms of navigating and becoming familiar with particular urban 
areas and with the city as a whole. For others, work or study provided a means of 
making friends or forming personal attachments to specific places. Related to this, 
some participants expressed how work enabled them to feel a sense of home or 
belonging in the city. Ty described how working in a Vietnamese restaurant helped 
him to retain a sense of his Vietnamese identity and to feel a sense of confidence in 
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a new environment.  
Among other participants, work played a less significant role in their 
motivations for migration or their experiences of the city. Those who arrived as 
refugees described how the barriers of language and cultural disorientation made 
finding work particularly challenging. Whilst some participants discussed a sense of 
connection between their work and home lives, other individuals regarded work as 
separate or disconnected from their practices and ideas of home. For recent 
migrants in particular, their access to and conditions of work were largely 
contingent upon their immigration status. Work might be regarded as a necessity 
and was sometimes experienced as uncertain, transient or unrewarding. However, 
this chapter has also revealed the practices and strategies that individuals developed 
to negotiate the challenges of everyday life in the city. I argue throughout this thesis 
that structural and geopolitical elements of home must be considered in relation to 
personal, embodied and emotional experiences of home in the context of mobility. 
This chapter demonstrates the influence of socio-economic influences on 
participants’ access to housing, work and legal status and how these are intertwined 
with individual ideas and experiences of home, work and the city. 
The chapter also emphasises the value of studying experiences of migration, 
and urban navigation among individuals who have migrated to East London at 
different times and for a variety of reasons. Parutis (2011) argues that migration 
research that is focused on particular groups implies artificial divisions between 
‘recent’ and ‘settled’ migrants, often based upon the length of time they have been 
resident in a country. In contrast, this study demonstrates the contribution of in-
depth research with Vietnamese migrants from a range of backgrounds in providing 
a multi-faceted understanding of home, work and everyday urban life among 
migrant communities. 
In the next chapter, I examine relationships between home, work and the 
city through a focus on spaces, objects and practices of home and work in Vietnam 
and East London. The chapter explores participants’ memories of their homes in 
Vietnam and the ways in which Vietnamese homes are connected to other sites and 
spaces in the city and beyond. It goes on to examine participants’ domestic spaces 
and home-making practices in East London, considering the ways in which 
material, emotional and imaginative aspects of home are reconfigured by the 
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process of migration. The chapter also explores relationships between home and 
work, including work within and beyond the home. I consider how different forms 
of work might enable participants to feel a sense of home in relation to the 
individual dwelling, to the local area, to the wider city or across transnational space. 
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Chapter 5 
Home, work and the city between Vietnam and East London 
 
Urban homes exist within complex global networks and are continually being re-
shaped by the mobility of people, ideas, objects and practices. For some authors, 
this transformation reaches beyond the idea that cities are no longer bounded 
territories, provoking them to question what ‘counts’ as a city (Amin and Thrift 
2002, cited in Jacobs 2012: 413). McFarlane (2011) proposes a dialogue between 
theories of dwelling and assemblage in order to theorise the relations between 
people, objects, sites and processes through which cities are made and inhabited. 
My research builds upon these perspectives through a focus on connections between 
home, work and the city for Vietnamese people in East London. In this chapter, I 
examine the multi-scalar connections between Vietnamese homes, cities and worlds 
beyond. The chapter begins with participants’ descriptions and memories of their 
homes in Vietnam, noting the multiple ways in which different forms of work are 
interwoven with ideas of home. The empirical material is situated within an 
examination of Vietnamese concepts of home (nhà) as a site of connection to other 
places and persons, including living relatives, ancestors and the spirit world 
(McAllister 2012: 120, Bayly 2013). The chapter then explores the ways in which 
ideas and practices of home and work are reconfigured in the context of migration. 
Through the circulation of objects, practices and rituals, communication 
technologies and online networks, the chapter explores the ways in which 
connections between homes and cities in London and Vietnam are made and re-
made. 
Home, work and the city in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City 
Relationships between home, work and city in Vietnam are highly visible in the 
structure of the urban house, which often takes the form of a small business on the 
ground floor with living and sleeping accommodation above. Several participants 
discussed how their parents undertook paid work from their homes, including in the 
form of restaurants and cafés, running their own businesses or sub-letting part of the 
ground floor to other entrepreneurs. Ty lived with his mother, grandparents and two 
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siblings in Ho Chi Minh City before coming to London to begin his studies. In Ty’s 
description of his family house it is clear that home, work and the wider world are 
closely interwoven: 
My house has got two doors. The front door [area], my mum rents out 
to a travel agent to Cambodia, and by the back door she runs an internet 
café, and normally I have to help her to be a shopkeeper. We live on the 
mezzanine, on the middle floor (Ty). 
When asked to describe houses in Vietnam, several participants begin with a 
description of houses as they would appear from above. Recalling return visits to 
the country that he left as a refugee, Son described his view over the city as the 
plane came into land: 
The houses in Vietnam are a little bit funny, because I remember every 
time we go back to Vietnam, when the aeroplane goes down and you 
look, the houses always look like boxes, the way it’s built. So the more 
money you have, you build another level - so we started with one and 
we only have two, but it’s quite tall as well (Son). 
Son’s narrative moved on to describe his childhood home in vivid detail. He 
recalled the layout of the interior of the house, noting spaces which were used for 
work-related activities such as raising animals and running a business, parts of the 
house which were designated as living and sleeping areas, and the dedication of the 
top floor to worshipping the ancestors:  
When we come to the front entrance we have the business, the café in 
front and at the back, there’s a well in the middle of the house, and at 
the back we have a big backyard, that’s where we have the pigs…the 
bedrooms upstairs, like over here, we have probably one bedroom 
downstairs and one upstairs, and we have a flat roof. The top floor they 
always tend to use for altars, for praying, because of the incense, the fire 
starts and they just burn [it] on the top floor, and the middle part is just 
used for sleeping and for doing business, or everyday activities, on the 
ground floor (Son). 
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Uyen left her home in Vietnam at the age of five but vividly remembered 
her grandmother’s house in Saigon, which she described as ‘beautiful’. This home 
was also a place of work, as her grandmother ran a restaurant on the ground floor: 
Well, there was about five or six storeys, and my Grandmother had a 
restaurant downstairs where she would make a noodle soup for 
breakfast, so people would come there.  My Uncle, he got up every 
morning at three to prepare everything and she would sell it (Uyen). 
Home and work are intertwined in Uyen’s memories of this house. Her 
grandmother’s noodle soup was made from a recipe originating in her hometown of 
Huế, in central Vietnam. As she described the house, Uyen noted her grandmother’s 
resourcefulness in offering a dish that was popular and difficult to obtain in the city, 
and which enabled her family to survive during the harsh conditions of the war. 
 
Figure 5: Hanoi. Photograph taken by Hiền  
 
Hiền, who left Vietnam to study in London, also noted the distinctiveness of 
Vietnamese houses from above. During our interview, Hiền shared a photograph of 
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Hanoi that she took shortly before she left the city to study in London (Figure 5). 
This image was taken from the roof terrace of a café, and shows a view over the 
rooftops of Hanoi. Hiền’s photograph captures the distinctiveness of Hanoi’s 
cityscape: buildings of different heights, historical periods, colours and styles are 
layered densely together, creating a unique urban landscape that stretches out 
towards the horizon. The image highlights the contrast between Hanoi’s 
architecture and the tall buildings of glass and steel that are so often associated with 
contemporary cities. Only the edge of one such building is visible on the left of the 
picture. As Hiền described her photograph, she highlighted the diversity and 
verticality of architecture in contemporary Hanoi, noting how the city had changed 
over time:  
Well, you see really old houses with the old style roof, and here you see 
a little more modern, and this is kind of like a real concrete, modern 
building, so, you know, I think it is developing, but something about the 
Old Quarter in Hanoi is that people don’t destroy a house and build a 
new one. They just try to keep it like that, and then build it up, so if you 
see houses in Hanoi, you see this ‘pipe house’ - like, it’s very narrow, 
and [goes] up, so each floor is sometimes just the size of this room, and 
they build it like, sometimes five, six, seven, nine floors, yeah...(Hiền ). 
Hanoi is a capital city with a history of trade, colonisation and conflict that 
stretches back over a thousand years (Yip and Tran 2016). Hanoi’s Old Quarter was 
founded upon a guild (phương) or village system, in which each street was named 
for the product that was made and sold on it (Phương and Groves 2011: 133). 
Whilst many of the products have since changed, the streets are still known by their 
original names and are of significant cultural value to the city. The narrow streets of 
the Old Quarter are characterised by the ‘pipe’ or ‘tube houses’ (nhà ong) that Hiền 
describes in her narrative: buildings which contain workshops or businesses as well 
as living accommodation. The different types of shop-house reflect Hanoi’s 
histories of trade and colonial influence. One is named after a particular roof style 
known as chồng diêm, and dates from the nineteenth century, while a second type 
became popular at the beginning of the French colonial period. Shop owners 
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extended their houses vertically and added French-inspired features such as louvre 
windows (Phương and Groves 2011: 134).  
As Hiền described her photograph, she compared her view of Hanoi with 
cities that she had visited outside of Vietnam. She referred to the multiplicity of 
different forms of architecture in Hanoi and its connection with the city’s identity: 
I think it’s so Vietnamese! Like, in the West, when I stay in a rooftop 
place for a coffee and I look down, the view is not like this, you know, 
here you see roofs are so different. Different colours, different styles, 
and different heights…and something very special about Vietnam is 
that because of the time of the French and Americans, different 
countries influence the architecture of this country (Hiền). 
Hiền’s narrative expressed her enthusiasm for the unique architecture of the Old 
Quarter and the cultural influences that are represented within the buildings. She 
regarded it is an important aspect of Hanoi’s history, one that people who are 
unfamiliar with the city would be interested to discover. Her description of the 
rooftop view also links the urban fabric with Vietnamese culture and identity, all of 
which are entwined with broader political processes. Prior to Vietnam’s transition 
from state-led to ‘late-socialist’ economy known as đổi mới (Renovation), Hanoi 
consisted of three main areas: the Old Quarter, considered to be the commercial 
centre of the city, the French Quarter, which was an administrative district, and 
residential areas built for state employees, which are known as Khu tập thể (KTT) 
or ‘Soviet-style’ apartments (Yip and Tran 2016). Whilst the Old and French 
Quarters remain popular because of their historical and cultural value, the KTT 
apartments are considered to be less desirable among contemporary city planners. 
Whilst this is partly due to the damage and neglect that these apartments suffered 
during the war, it also reflects criticisms of the ways in which residents have added 
their own extensions to the buildings – alterations that have been described as 
illegal and dangerous by the authorities (Yip and Tran 2016).  
Hang’s memories of growing up in Hanoi highlight multiple connections 
between the built form of the home, household structures, livelihoods and family 
relationships. Hang grew up in a relatively poor district of Hanoi located near to the 
flea market area. Her mother worked in a factory and later made money from 
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selling street food outside their home. Hang’s father had many different jobs, 
including as a motorcycle mechanic, but struggled to find enough work to support 
the family. Hang’s childhood home began as a small two-floor building in which 
her grandmother and uncle lived on the ground floor, while Hang and her mother 
shared a room on the mezzanine floor. When Hang was very young, the house had 
no bathroom facility and the family had no choice but to go to the toilet in plastic 
bags and dispose of the waste outside. Hang seemed shocked at this recollection, 
exclaiming ‘wow, yeah - we were really poor!’ as she described her early childhood 
home. Several years later and with financial help from Hang’s uncle, the family 
added extensions to the house, eventually building internal bathroom facilities. As 
Hang grew older, her parents’ relationship deteriorated, but Hang’s father could not 
afford to move into a house of his own. Hang’s parents continued to live together 
for years after their divorce, resulting in a tense, difficult atmosphere within the 
family home.  
As part of its post-đổi mới drive for success within the global marketplace, 
the Vietnamese government has undertaken multiple redevelopment projects in 
different areas of Hanoi. However, much of Hanoi’s redevelopment has taken the 
form of individual alterations undertaken by residents and business-owners 
themselves, such as the conversion of shop-houses into hotels, restaurants and 
shops, particularly those that appeal to international tourists (Yip and Tran 2016). 
Son points out the commercial benefits of extending a property vertically:  
I think they go up, some of them - they’ve got more than ten floors and 
they turn that into a hotel. If they want to go really high, they can profit 
and turn it into a hotel, but I think for residents, four floors would be 
enough (Son). 
The renovation of housing for commercial purposes has an impact on who 
can afford to live in the city, and may threaten the heritage valued by residents, 
tourists and investors. However, in contrast to the displacement so frequently 
associated with gentrification in European and American contexts, scholars note 
that redevelopments taking place in Hanoi are often associated with upward social 
mobility: 
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As the inner city becomes more attractive, households who own 
properties [who also often run their own business there] in the inner city 
have [a] good opportunity to start or expand their family business. 
Those who decided to move out make handsome gains, either from 
selling their hugely appreciated properties or renting to proprietors with 
good rental returns (Yip and Tran 2016: 497). 
In contrast to these economic justifications for redevelopment, Hiền 
emphasised the aesthetic aspects of individual building and reconstruction: 
The personal houses of people [are] just built in the way they like it to 
be, it doesn’t have to look the same, or they don’t look at each other to 
say, ‘well, I have to do the same house, same style’. And the 
government has no principle or regulation to decide what style they 
want [it] to be. They discuss that sometimes, like, many people criticise 
how mixed the styles are for houses in Vietnam, but I think for me, it 
doesn’t matter. I like the way it is, you know - that makes it different 
from other countries (Hiền). 
Hiền viewed the individuality of house building and reconstruction as an 
asset to Hanoi and to Vietnam as a whole. She noted that through reconstructing 
their houses, people could express their style preferences rather than conforming to 
designs imposed from above. Her narrative also refers to the complex attitudes 
towards redevelopment in Vietnam. Scholars note that, although planning 
regulations do exist, they are difficult to enforce at a local level, and are particularly 
vulnerable to corruption (Yip and Tran 2016: 495).  
Vietnamese urban architecture reveals wider connections with home, work 
and the city. In Hanoi’s Old Quarter, the design of the traditional ‘tube houses’ 
limited opportunities for privacy, and families frequently needed to pass through 
each other’s rooms when moving around the house. The huge increase in migration 
from the countryside during and after the war caused the city’s population to rise 
dramatically, leading aspects of domestic life to ‘spill out’ on to the streets (Hayton 
2011: 50). In contemporary Vietnam, the city streets are filled with activity from 
shops, outdoor restaurants and food stalls to bicycle repair, recycling and 
hairdressing enterprises. However, the Vietnamese government’s campaigns 
 
!
!
!
176!
!
promoting ‘beautiful’ and ‘civilised’ cities have led to traders being ordered away 
from the streets, as public space is increasingly annexed by the authorities (Harms 
2011). In consequence, the activities of cooking, eating and socialising are returning 
into the home, as city streets are re-defined as places for consumption and officially 
supported events (Hayton 2011: 51). However, Vietnamese city streets remain 
dynamic, contested spaces. Moving around the city on motorbikes is integral to 
urban youth culture, and is associated with a sense of adventure and freedom. In 
another photograph that she shared with me, Hiền discussed the significance of the 
motorbike and street life in urban Vietnam (Figure 6). She explained: 
This was taken in one of the streets in Hải Phòng, where I’m from, and 
these are my friends, just after dinner, and I was driving my motorbike 
after them, and then I saw that and just took it with my cell phone. I 
wasn’t thinking that I would use it again, it’s just so normal scenes of, 
you know, people talking to each other from motorbikes, and you see 
motorbikes everywhere. Yeah, so I flick over my photos and I saw this 
and said, yeah, I didn’t see that’s so special before, but now when I’m 
not at home and I look at that, I think, oh yeah, that’s something very 
special. Everyone who visits the country would know that life on the 
motorbikes is very unique for this country. Because people go to work 
on them, people go to parties, I mean…as soon as they are out of the 
house, they barely walk, but, you know, take the bikes. Yeah, it’s very 
important for people’s daily lives (Hiền). 
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Figure 6. Riding motorbikes in Hanoi. Photograph taken by Hiền  
 
An examination of participants’ memories of homes and cities highlights the 
multiple connections between home, work and the city in the context of Vietnam, 
and the ways in which urban dwellings are inseparable from wider relations of 
power but are also negotiated and re-shaped by individual inhabitants. The next part 
of this chapter focuses on the space and practices within the Vietnamese home, 
going on to address the ways in which they are transmitted and transformed in the 
context of migration. 
House, home and family in Vietnam 
The materiality of housing in Vietnam is not only related to commercial and 
aesthetic considerations, but is intertwined with Vietnamese concepts of the family, 
which includes both living and deceased relatives. Practices of remembering and 
honouring the ancestors are common across different religions in Vietnam, 
including among followers of Buddhism and Catholicism, and among people who 
would not otherwise define themselves as religious (McAllister 2012, Jellema 
2007a). Practices of ancestor worship are not only embedded in Vietnamese cultural 
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tradition, but are also apparent in the architecture and material culture of the 
Vietnamese home. Among more affluent families, the highest part of the house is 
dedicated to the ancestral altar, which often consists of pictures of one’s deceased 
relatives, candles, incense and offerings of fruit and flowers. However, most 
residents of Vietnamese cities live in densely populated conditions. Spatial 
limitations mean that rooms must have multiple functions, and living space must be 
shared. Ty pointed out a contrast between Vietnamese living space and that of 
houses that he had encountered in the West, as he described how he slept alongside 
both living relatives and ancestors: 
We don’t really have the idea of bedrooms, only my mum’s got her own 
room, which happens to have a bed inside that, but we don’t call it a 
‘bedroom’, we say ‘mum’s room’. I don’t have a room. I sleep in the 
living room - actually, I sleep under the altar (Ty). 
Several participants described sharing their sleeping space with siblings, parents or 
grandparents. Sang, a computer science postgraduate, grew up with his parents, 
grandparents and sister in a large town located near to Ho Chi Minh City. He noted 
that even for people living in less densely populated conditions than those of the 
major cities, ‘it is difficult to have a separate room’ for members of many families 
in Vietnam. As a child, Sang shared a room with his parents, and later, with his 
grandparents. These forms of sharing were not only regarded a spatial necessity, but 
as closely linked with the care of family members, as Sang explains: 
Yes, so actually we do not have separate rooms, like, there are only two 
separate rooms in my house. So there is an area in a corner - when I was 
born I sleep with my parents, and when I was a little bit grown up I 
sleep with my grandparents so that my parents can take care of my 
sister - so I didn’t have a private room (Sang). 
Ty’s narrative also linked the interior of Vietnamese homes with the kinship 
structure of the family, in which three generations live together under one roof. He 
described how this extended family model enables relatives to share the care of 
younger and older members: 
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It’s quite common because we’ve got a close family relationship, like, 
your mum can be with you until after you’re eighteen…when I came 
here, a lot of people, their kid is just after eighteen, they become an 
independent one, but in my country they say that we grow a baby until 
eighteen years old - that reflects the strong bond between family 
members…We don’t have the idea of a nursing home like here, that’s 
why we say the family in Vietnam is really [more] like a three 
generation family than a nuclear family - grandfather, mum, dad and the 
kids. When mum and dad go to work, the grandfather can stay home to 
get the kids and things like that. We call it self-support each other, 
that’s why the family bond is, I’d say, closer than the one in the West, I 
think so (Ty). 
Ngọc frequently referred to the idea of the ‘collectivist’ family, a system of 
values that emphasises a close bond between family members, respect for parents 
and ancestors. Ngọc’s understanding of the collectivist family echoes Ty’s 
description, and connects the material structure of the Vietnamese house with the 
ideal of the family: 
It’s about the state of mind that wants families to stay together, like, it 
explains why that there’s multi generation in the household, rather than 
just independent. Yeah, from what I’ve learned, it’s that a Westerner, 
when they are sixteen or eighteen, they want to move out of the house, 
but for Asians in general and for Vietnamese, we tend to stay together, 
and don’t try to be separate as much, even when we meet someone and 
want to settle down, we’ll tend to stay in the city or a neighbouring city, 
so not spreading too far away (Ngọc).  
A close examination of participants’ memories and ideas of home emphasises the 
multiple relationships between home, family and broader cultural values. The 
absence of the word for ‘bedroom’ in the Vietnamese language, for example, has 
been associated with understanding one’s place in the home and prioritising the 
integrity of the family over the separate identity of the individual: 
When talking about a house they rarely use the word ‘bedroom’, 
because, firstly, bedrooms are not the most important part of a 
Vietnamese house, and, secondly, the ‘bedroom’ implies an 
 
!
!
!
180!
!
unacceptable ‘individualism’ which is strange to Vietnamese people 
because internal walls of the house contradict family wholeness and 
group feeling (Nguyen Xuan Thu 1990, cited in Thomas 1999: 55). 
Although the collectivist, multi-generational family is still widely regarded 
as a central aspect of Vietnamese culture, it has been reconfigured by internal and 
international mobility and socio-economic change. Following the economic reforms 
of đổi mới, some families are now able to afford larger houses with separate 
bedroom space. Participants who live in suburban and rural areas had homes that 
could more easily accommodate an extended family. Phương, who came to London 
to study for a Masters in Banking Finance, lived in Tiền Giang province in South 
Vietnam with her mother, who is a doctor, and her father, who works in 
engineering. When she began her undergraduate degree, her parents bought her an 
apartment in Ho Chi Minh City, where she lived whilst completing her studies. 
Ngọc lived in Hải Phòng in Northern Vietnam with her mother and father, who is a 
company director. She described their home as ‘relatively big’, with four bedrooms, 
including a separate bedroom for Ngọc, one for her grandparents and a guest room.  
However, other students preferred to share a room with their siblings even 
when their house allowed them to have their own bedroom. Minh, whose parents 
are university professors, lived in a relatively affluent house in Ho Chi Minh City. 
Minh has always shared a bedroom with her sister, and laughed as she described 
having ‘nightmares’ whenever she had to sleep alone. Minh also shares a room with 
her sister in their current home in East London. In addition to noting the financial 
advantages of sharing a room in London’s expensive rental market, she values the 
companionship of sharing with her siblings. Participants’ descriptions generally 
emphasise the centrality of family (gia đình) in Vietnamese cultural identity. Shared 
living space is associated with the care and well-being of the family as a whole, and 
is not only viewed as a result of the economic and spatial constraints of Vietnamese 
urban life.  
Connecting inside and outside, urban and rural 
Considering the effects of rural-urban migration upon cities, Jacobs (2012: 412) 
argues that ‘where cities end and rurality begins is unclear, and city effects pulse 
outwards drawing in rural-based lives and spaces, creating hybrid urbanisms and 
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new types of con-joined city regions.’ Relationships between urbanism and rurality 
are particularly important within Vietnamese contexts, and my research highlights 
the ways in which participants are embedded within processes of internal migration 
and political change. During and after the Vietnam conflict, millions of Vietnamese 
moved from the impoverished, Communist-ruled North and Central regions to the 
wealthier South of the country. Many participants whose families live in Hanoi or 
Ho Chi Minh City are originally from rural Northern or Central parts of Vietnam. 
Despite having been born in a city and visiting their ancestral village only once or 
twice a year, several participants refer to their ‘home town’ (quê hương) as the 
place where their grandparents were born. Moreover, internal migration is a 
prominent factor in the contemporary Vietnamese economy. Every year, hundreds 
of thousands of people travel from the countryside to work in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City, whilst others migrate to Laos, Thailand, Taiwan and Singapore in 
patterns of migration that include seasonal agriculture and domestic labour. These 
movements are part of how Vietnam is constructed as a nation, and also influence 
ideas of home. Here, Son discusses perceptions of home for those who have 
experienced forced migration: 
Maybe if you’re local Vietnamese, if you live in the country, let’s say 
where I’m from in the middle of the country and I go down South to Ho 
Chi Minh to work, and I go home for Lunar New Year, then yes, that 
would be considered as home, to visit my parents, my ancestors, 
whatever, you would call it that. But because us boat people, we’ve 
been away so long, we don’t say that is home any more. We say we go 
home to visit family, but we call the UK home now. We settle, we feel 
safer coming back to the UK than we say we go back home, back to 
Vietnam (Son). 
The structuring of urban and rural life is intertwined with experiences and 
meanings of home, work, family and identity. Ideas of inside and outside are 
profoundly important within social relationships. Vietnam has a dual kinship 
system, in which a patrilineal ‘male-oriented’ model exists alongside a bilateral 
model, in which women are considered to have greater power in social and legal 
matters (Jellema 2007a, Harms 2011). Within the patrilineal model, the family 
lineage is traced through the male line, and is described as being ‘inside’ (bên nội). 
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A wife is regarded as marrying into the family, and joins the patrilocal residence 
from outside (bên ngoại) (Harms 2011: 52). The patrilineal kinship model presents 
a contradiction when compared with traditional gender roles in Vietnamese society. 
Whilst the wife is described in terms of the ‘outside’, she is also expected to take 
charge of the ‘inner realm’ of the family home (Harms 2011: 53, Smith 1999). 
Despite taking a central role in the reproduction of the household, financial 
management and decision-making, the wife is defined as an ‘outsider’, a label 
which can translate into degrading treatment by older female relatives, particularly 
the husband’s mother (Harms, 2011: 53). Describing his early childhood, Son 
remembered how his mother was treated by his paternal grandmother, particularly 
after his father died: 
Daughter-in-laws in Vietnam didn’t have a very good ride, so it was 
quite tough for my mum at that time, being a daughter-in-law without a 
husband nearby. She got bullied a lot. My grandparents worked, they 
could afford to hire some servants to help around the house, so as 
children we got passed around from one servant to another…my mum, 
she was treated more like a servant than a daughter-in-law, so she had to 
do everything as well. Gradually the business went down, so we had to 
let [the] servants go, and my mum basically did everything in the house 
and looked after us as well (Son). 
Material and symbolic aspects of home are intertwined with gender relations 
in Vietnamese society, particularly those of loyalty, hierarchy and female sacrifice 
(Hoang and Yeoh 2011: 720). Scholars have revealed the ways in which ideals of 
masculinity and femininity are contained within popular proverbs, including the 
patriarch as ‘pillar of the household’ and builder of the family dwelling, whilst 
women are associated with home and domesticity (Hoang and Yeoh 2011, Brickell 
2012c). Women’s participation in Vietnam’s labour force has increased as a result 
of various factors, including a shortage of men in agricultural production during and 
after the war, increased economic uncertainty following the đổi mới reforms, and 
socialist policies that promoted women’s participation in the labour force (Hoang 
and Yeoh 2011: 721). However, while women have often been involved in street 
trading and small businesses, men have traditionally retained control of property 
and the political sphere (Thomas 1999: 61). Although women in Vietnam are active 
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in work outside the home, images of women as guardians of ‘traditional’ culture 
continue to associate women with the domestic. Hang described her mother’s world 
as being centred on the home. She remembered her mother washing their clothes in 
a metal tub on the ground floor of the house, where she enjoyed talking to 
neighbours as they passed by. Later, Hang’s mother made extra money by selling 
home-made food on the street outside the house. Hang’s narrative emphasised the 
ways in which gendered roles were transmitted through multiple generations of her 
family: 
It’s the traditional thing - so my mum cooks, she washes the dishes, I 
mean, she didn’t want me to help because she wants me to study and 
that’s it. My grandmother lives in the countryside, and yeah, I think she 
was still doing all the housework and my grandfather was doing some 
commercial work in another province. Also now my uncle, who’s my 
mum’s younger brother, he doesn’t do housework either, it’s more his 
wife (Hang). 
Hang also pointed out the multiple socio-economic changes that had taken 
place in Vietnam since the 1980s and the economic and political change of the đổi 
mới period. Many more women are now active in work outside the home, and 
Vietnam’s move towards a capitalist economy has resulted in wealthy families 
employing workers to undertake childcare, cleaning and other domestic tasks, often 
women from rural areas of Vietnam who migrate to the cities for work. 
Contemporary scholars note that while socio-economic changes have enabled some 
women to afford to hire domestic workers, this is frequently associated with the 
exploitation of migrant women from rural areas of Vietnam, many of whom have 
little choice but to work in the growing domestic employment sector (Belanger and 
Oudin 2007). Domestic employees are often subject to low wages and jobs that 
rarely enable social mobility, exacerbating inequality between women in Vietnam 
(Belanger and Oudin 2007: 130). Hang noted that Vietnam’s economic growth has 
not affected everyone equally: 
My friends whose families are doing better, they often have a 
housemaid, or at least someone who comes once a week to clean 
everything, and they have a washing machine for the clothes, so it’s not 
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too bad. But my mum didn’t get a washing machine until recently, so 
she still did all of that (Hang). 
As she described her childhood home and the gendered expectations that 
influenced everyday practices of home and work, Hang also remembered the 
sometimes difficult relationships that existed within her family and in the wider 
community. Alongside the challenges of coping with little money and insecure 
livelihoods, living in densely populated streets where neighbours knew the details 
of each other’s lives often resulted in tension and conflict. Hang experienced this 
trauma within her own childhood, and recalled her father being emotionally and 
sometimes physically violent. Hang’s parents divorced when she was still a child, 
but continued living together for financial reasons. This led to Hang’s home 
becoming a place of conflict and insecurity, and Hang remembered that just before 
she decided to leave, she had started to describe her residence as a ‘house’ rather 
than a ‘home’. Hang did not see her family’s difficulties as isolated from the wider 
community, however, and described how domestic violence was effectively 
normalised. Most people were relatively uneducated about the concept, and the 
police refused to intervene in what were seen as ‘domestic’ conflicts. Whilst Hang 
emphasised the expectations upon her mother to take responsibility for most 
domestic tasks, she also noted that it was her mother who showed most concern 
about her daughter’s education. Hang said that even when she offered to help with 
the housework, her mother would insist that she spent her time studying and 
working towards a successful future. Hang’s mother worked hard to save extra 
money so that she could pay for extra tuition and ensure that her daughter was 
accepted into one of Hanoi’s best secondary schools:  
In my family my mum is the one who cares about my education - she 
urged me to study a lot, she [would] even come and sit next to me and 
check often, when I do the homework, to see if I was really working, 
things like that (Hang). 
Hang’s memories of her mother’s dedication evoke the ways in which 
women are expected to sacrifice their own needs and desires for the good of the 
family and wider society, but also reveal her mother’s commitment to ensuring that 
her daughter would have a successful and independent future. In an examination of 
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relationships between home, family and nation in ideals of achievement in late-
socialist Vietnam, Bayly (2013) situates Vietnamese women as ‘achievement 
facilitators’, who are positioned as responsible for the nurturance and success of the 
household as well as attainment in their workplace: 
In addition to their workplace obligations, women must be successful as 
domestic nurturers. Yet they are also enjoined not to be ferocious ‘tiger 
mothers’ like those derided in press accounts of countries like 
Singapore, where achiever cultures are held to be far more prone to the 
immorality of ‘achievement disease’ than in humane and caring 
Vietnam…Paradoxically, these new ties have produced dilemmas much 
like those of the old socialist world: that is, how to benefit from close 
relations with richer resource-providing ‘sibling’ powers, without 
sacrificing the moral fundamentals of Vietnameseness. This generates a 
dual pressure on women. Whilst struggling to avoid tiger mother 
excesses, they are still supposed to keep abreast of new ways to sustain 
their households as mini-achievement bastions. There is always more to 
learn about making homes into mini production sites of what is required 
for a meritorious modern life: health, educational success, selfless 
patriotism, the desire to excel in the ‘modern globalised knowledge 
economy’ [kinh tế tri thức toàn cầu, a term familiar to many Hanoians 
from national media use] (Bayly 2013: 159).  
Bayly’s argument highlights the ways in which Vietnamese ideals of achievement 
bring together the realms of the home, the economy, education and the nation, and 
the pressures that these goals exert upon women in particular. Hang described 
feeling a sense of indebtedness to her mother for striving so hard on her behalf, 
particularly because she was not in a discipline or profession that was considered to 
have significant earning potential or prestige. Young people in Vietnam are highly 
affected by concepts of filial piety and expectations upon them to care for their 
parents in their old age; something that is particularly challenging for people who 
are living and studying far away from their families. Whilst migration has a 
significant impact upon gender relations inside and outside of the home, 
associations between women and domesticity remain a crucial part of migrants’ 
experiences of home, work and everyday life. Uyen’s narrative speaks to her 
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memories of growing up in Vietnam and the ways in which gendered expectations 
are maintained and sometimes reinforced in the context of migration and 
displacement: 
I think generally the woman takes care of everything in the house. 
She’ll cook, look after the kids, even earn money, and I feel that the 
men, they’ll either earn money or if they don’t they just don’t do 
anything else. They kind of just sit around. The women hold everything 
together even if they have to do all the cooking, the shopping, the 
childcare, they’ll still have to earn money too, and they do. I just feel 
that women are so much more hard working. They will bring up their 
sons to feel the same way, like they won’t let the sons do anything, so I 
don’t know how it will be in this generation…but there is still a sense of 
‘oh, you’re a boy, you can relax’. I can see it’s still the same, the people 
here who came from the seventies and eighties, that generation. And 
with food you’ll have some households…like my uncles - they are the 
ones who do the cooking, and their wives would work in the shop or do 
something else. I’m not saying this happens to all, but I can see that in 
more cases than not, it’s the women that hold everything together 
(Uyen). 
The gendered roles and expectations that Uyen describes have had a 
particular impact on Vietnamese refugee women, many of whom spoke little 
English when they arrived in their new destinations. Unfamiliar with their new 
environment, these women were fearful of going out and many became isolated in 
their homes (Thomas 1999: 61). Such experiences highlight the multiple and 
ambiguous meanings of home, particularly for those who have been displaced. 
‘Home’ may thus be experienced as a confining and alienating place rather than as a 
refuge or sanctuary.  
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Spaces, objects and practices of ‘home’: dwelling, inhabiting and belonging(s) 
The home is a space through which many trajectories pass (Brickell 
2011: 38). 
My research emphasises that home may refer to a physical place and to a space of 
imagined or embodied belonging. Walsh (2006) points out that for migrants and 
people in contexts of mobility, these aspects of home may not be located in the 
same place (Walsh 2006: 125). Responding to these concerns, my research 
considers the multiple definitions of ‘home’ that participants express in their 
narratives, including the material, emotional and imaginative. In order to address 
how the multi-layered significance of home is lived by participants, this section 
engages with their experiences of accommodation in East London, including the 
everyday challenges of renting and sharing in the city. I examine paid and unpaid 
work within the home and beyond, looking at the ways in which they are 
intertwined with ideas of home-making for participants with different migration 
backgrounds. I address the ways in which domesticity and home are reconfigured 
across transnational space, including through the sending and receiving of objects 
and practices. I also consider the role of virtual communication in managing 
relationships and emotions across distance. Drawing upon translocal perspectives, I 
consider the ways in which practices and objects are interwoven with home-making 
and belonging on multiple scales, across transnational space and over time.  
Flexibility or precarity? Experiences of rented accommodation in East London 
The diversity of accommodation arrangements among participants in this study can 
be understood as part of broader shifts in housing policy in London and across the 
UK, as well as multiple demographic and economic shifts that have taken place 
since the arrival of the first Vietnamese refugees. Whilst participants who came as 
refugees initially lived in overcrowded, sub-standard conditions, many were 
subsequently allocated housing by local councils and housing associations, 
contributing to the establishment of Vietnamese communities in particular areas. 
Some tenants were later able to buy their properties under various government 
right-to-buy schemes. Out of seven participants who arrived as refugees, three now 
own their own home, whilst the other four live in long-term local authority or 
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housing association properties. For participants who have migrated to London in the 
last ten years, however, private sector renting is usually the only viable option for 
living in the capital (Rutter and Latorre 2009, Parutis 2011). In addition to 
London’s increasing property prices, financial and immigration regulations make it 
difficult for temporary residents to obtain mortgages. In order to be eligible for local 
authority housing, migrants must have ‘settlement’ status, such as indefinite leave 
to remain, or nationality within the European Economic Area; migrants with student 
status are not eligible for social housing (Rutter and Latorre 2009, Vargas-Silva 
2014).  
However, it is also important to acknowledge that renting in the private 
sector can meet some of the needs of migrants, particularly for individuals who plan 
to stay temporarily or are saving to buy a house in their country of origin. For 
people whose long-term migration plans are uncertain or whose careers involve 
mobility, rented accommodation may be viewed as acceptable or even preferable 
during a transitional period in their lives (Parutis 2011: 269). Living in private 
rented housing offers migrants the flexibility to move around to be close to their 
places of work, or if their personal circumstances change. Parutis (2011) argues that 
renting is intertwined with migrants’ plans and motivations as well as wider 
economic factors, and should be studied as an important part of migrant home-
making experiences.  
The architectural form and type of housing varied markedly among my 
participants depending on their levels of income and household structure, but was 
also related to their aspirations to live in particular areas of London and the priority 
they placed upon the type and appearance of their accommodation. Over half of my 
participants lived in flats or maisonettes in purpose-built residential buildings, on 
estates that are either partly or fully managed by local authorities or housing 
associations. Many of these blocks were built in the 1960s and 1970s, with some 
having been regenerated in recent years as part of local authority housing renewal. 
Several of these buildings had three or more floors, and three participants lived in 
blocks that could be described as ‘high-rise’, with more than six floors and a lift. 
Most individuals in this study occupied rented rooms that were part of a converted 
house or flat and managed by a private landlord or letting agent; these properties are 
also known as Houses of Multiple Occupation (HMOs). These buildings included 
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flats, converted Victorian terraced houses and semi-detached dwellings that were 
built in the 1930s. Three participants lived in local authority terraced houses that 
had been built between the 1960s and the 1990s. A smaller number of participants 
occupied rooms or apartments in contemporary residential buildings, including 
Hiền, who lived in a riverside apartment block in Wapping that had been built in the 
1990s, and Sang, who lived in a privately managed block of apartments in Stratford 
that had been constructed within the last ten years.  
Uyen lived in one of the more unusual types of housing that I encountered in 
my research: a two-storey house in a converted clothing factory development near 
to Mare Street in Hackney. Simon occupied a detached house that had been built in 
the grounds of the Vietnamese Catholic Church in Bow, and belonged to the 
Diocese of Westminster. Some participants described how they had become aware 
of different types of housing in East London and their associations with income, 
class and status. Minh, who lived in a one-bedroom flat on a local authority estate in 
Islington at the time of our interview, compared her accommodation with the 
Georgian period houses that were in close proximity, describing how much she 
would like to live in one if she could afford the rent. Minh’s preferred housing type 
was not exclusively related to associations with London’s history and heritage, as 
she also remarked upon the desirability of more contemporary purpose-built 
apartments such as those being developed in Stratford and the Docklands area. 
Ngọc, who lived in a maisonette within a 1960s-built block of flats near Mile End, 
noted the diversity of housing types in the area and the unaffordability of many 
newer developments. She said that she liked living in her current accommodation 
because of its convenient location for her university, but also because it offered 
spectacular views of Canary Wharf and the City. Most participants mentioned work, 
shopping and transport links, rent and cost of living, proximity to relatives and 
friends, and levels of security to be their highest priorities when choosing housing.  
The shortage of affordable housing and falls in owner occupation in London 
are disruptive of associations between housing type and social status that would be 
found elsewhere in the UK. People with incomes above the national average often 
live in shared rental accommodation in order to afford to live in the city, 
particularly due to the high cost of owning a property and the difficulties of 
obtaining a mortgage. This means that unlike other areas of the UK, London’s 
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private rented sector accommodates households with a wide range of incomes 
(Housing in London Report 2014). High demand for rental properties and a 
comparative lack of regulation within the private rental sector is often associated 
with instability and precarious living conditions for tenants. Most of my participants 
who lived in rented accommodation moved at least once a year, with some having 
moved twice within a six month period. Minh’s narrative illustrates the transient 
nature of housing for migrants and international students in London: 
I move a lot – at first I lived in Hackney in a big house, it had a big 
garden, big yard, maybe four or five times the size of this house. Oh my 
God, even the living room is bigger than this house...it’s very nice, and 
we shared with two Vietnamese - it’s the only time we share house with 
other people - but then they moved out. They are very young, and 
they’re out overnight all the time and then they realise they don’t need 
that house or something, so they moved out without notice, you know? 
So we can’t afford that house [any more], we had to find someone to 
replace them to continue our contract. So we move out to Edmonton 
Green. It’s great, but it’s too far out. At that time, I went back to 
Vietnam to extend my visa, so [it was] only my brother and sister, so 
they move to Edmonton, rent a small flat to save money. But when I 
came back, the flat became too small for us and it’s too far. So we 
decided to move to a two bedroom flat in Canning Town. It’s quite a 
big, modern flat, but then because I finished studying, we should find a 
place close to my brother’s university, so somehow we find this [flat in 
Islington]. Actually, this house was introduced by a friend of my sister - 
she knows the owner of this house (Minh). 
Minh’s description of the short-term, contingent experience of renting in 
London was echoed among other participants who had recently arrived in the city. 
Social networks are an important source of accommodation for recently arrived 
migrants, and were drawn upon by the majority of participants. Whilst some 
students used the services of agencies to secure a room before arriving in London, 
many found their current accommodation through family members, colleagues and 
friends, or through online networks for Vietnamese people in the UK, such as 
SVUK and VietHome. Whilst these translocal connections enable participants to 
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obtain accommodation that may otherwise be prohibitively expensive or 
unavailable, the arrangements are often short-term and informal, leaving them 
vulnerable to exploitation, overcrowding and eviction. A few months after our 
interview, Minh and her siblings moved house again when their landlord took back 
possession of his property. They currently live in a maisonette in Whitechapel, 
where Minh shares a room with her sister and their brother has his own room. The 
siblings share the flat with two other women whose partners frequently stay at the 
house, resulting in crowded and sometimes noisy conditions. Minh described 
feeling frustrated at being unable to stay in one place for more than a few months.  
Several participants described feeling unmotivated to furnish or decorate 
their house with objects that may soon have to be moved out again, presenting a 
barrier to feeling settled and to developing a sense of familiarity or belonging. 
Phương, who shared her room with another Vietnamese student, described how she 
had to clean the room thoroughly just to make it habitable: 
I haven’t really [changed anything], just re-arranged the things in the 
room, you know? When I came, when I moved to the flat that night, I 
remember it was very messy because before me there were two guys 
living in that room, and they smoked, they threw the trash, garbage 
everywhere, yeah - it smelled disgusting, so when I came, me and my 
room-mate had to clean everything else, and re-arrange it to make it 
better (Phương). 
Increasing demand for rented property in inner London as well as on-going 
redevelopment and gentrification has resulted in many people (particularly those on 
low incomes, students and recent migrants) sharing a bedroom to save money. Most 
of my younger participants were sharing a room with a friend, partner or relative. 
This impacts significantly on the space available in their accommodation as a 
whole, particularly as many landlords now convert reception rooms into bedrooms 
to maximise their rental income. Kitchen and bathroom facilities are often 
inadequate for the number of people living at the property, leading to crowded 
conditions that are not conducive to a sense of homeliness or comfort. Ty shared a 
room in Shadwell with a Vietnamese colleague, and has lived in similar situations 
since moving to London. Whilst he appreciated living close to work and saving 
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money by sharing the rent, he did not spend a great deal of time at the flat and noted 
the challenges of shared living. Ty compared his current accommodation to his 
family home in Vietnam, describing the multiple activities taking place in one room 
and the absence of privacy in shared spaces: 
Because, like, we eat in the same room that we sleep, it’s quite like 
home in Vietnam. We don’t have a dining room, we don’t have, like, 
whole bedroom, everything happens in one room. Means everybody 
faces each other, things like that, most of the time (Ty). 
Ty’s description of his accommodation highlights the ambivalence of ‘home’ as a 
concept. Whilst he did not necessarily enjoy sharing his living space and doing 
everything in the same room, Ty was already familiar with co-habitation and living 
in close proximity to others from living with his family in crowded Ho Chi Minh 
City. Ty did not describe an enjoyment of communal living, but his experience of 
doing so in Vietnam meant that he was already used to this way of life and perhaps 
helped him to make sense of his East London environment.  
The next section of this chapter focuses on relationships between home and 
work in the context of East London, examining the paid and unpaid work that takes 
place within and beyond the home. I examine the connections and disconnections 
between participants’ homes and other places of work, exploring the extent to 
which work may help participants to feel a sense of home or connection with the 
city.  
‘My office is my bedroom’: Connections between home and work in East 
London 
The participants in this research are engaged in diverse forms of paid and unpaid 
work including freelance occupations, entrepreneurship, education and domestic 
responsibilities. These multiple and overlapping forms of work have a significant 
impact on their homes and domestic lives, but are also influenced by the world 
beyond the home. Uyen, who came to Hackney as a refugee, now works as a food 
stylist and writer, offers Vietnamese cooking lessons and hosts supper clubs. Much 
of her work takes place in her home in Hackney. The ground floor living room of 
her house contains a large dining table where guests and clients can meet and eat 
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together, while upstairs is a kitchen, lounge and a table where Uyen does most of 
her administration, writing and computer-based work. Uyen’s interest in 
Vietnamese food is closely connected to her memories of Vietnam and to her 
childhood, and she described how she enjoys sharing her knowledge with people in 
her own home. Whilst Uyen keeps her bedroom as a private space, she discussed 
feeling generally comfortable with hosting guests in the rest of her home. Uyen 
described how her home was ‘transformed’ when guests arrive: 
Yes, I have my bedroom but I hardly ever go in there, so this room just 
gets transformed into another space. When I have my class I just move 
everything out into my bedroom, then it becomes like this all homely 
when everyone leaves. If I don’t feel like anyone descending on my 
privacy I move everything (Uyen). 
Through reconfiguring her domestic space, Uyen maintains a physical and mental 
separation between home and work, despite these aspects of her life being so 
intertwined. Practices of moving personal possessions to another room preserve a 
sense of her house as a ‘homely’ space, despite it being a place of work in which 
she frequently interacts with unknown members of the public. However, Uyen’s 
narrative also highlights the practical and emotional challenges of being self-
employed and working from home, particularly in terms of maintaining her levels 
of motivation: 
 
Sometimes it can be really hard, but I’ve been doing it for so long, I 
know how it works, you know? At first you probably think ‘oh my God, 
I’ve wasted so much time’, trying to get into the swing of working for 
yourself. You need a lot of motivation, and either you’ll have absolutely 
nothing to do, or so much to do that you can’t handle like the little 
things. If you can’t do the little things, then you can’t do the big things, 
and you’re stuck looking at social media and procrastinating (Uyen). 
Several participants who conducted most of their work from home described 
working from home as a challenging experience. Son works as a freelance 
interpreter, and much of his work involves interpreting for Vietnamese people in 
court and immigration cases. Son emphasised the unpredictable nature of his work. 
Whilst he could be employed on a long-term or on-going case, such as a trial, he 
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also described waiting for days or weeks without receiving any work, with little 
notice of any upcoming jobs: 
I’m self-employed, so my office is my bedroom. I don’t go out unless I 
get a call, you don’t really go to an office with this work. Working with 
the police, for example, if somebody just got arrested they’ll phone you 
[to interpret], they want you to go to the police station right away, or 
you can take interpreting on the phone…So I’m usually home, but when 
I’m phoned I go out or when I get booked in advance I’m getting ready 
for that case (Son). 
Son found the unpredictability of his work and income frustrating, and told me that 
he got very little interpreting work because of a decline in asylum claims from 
Vietnamese migrants and government cuts to court interpretation services. Whilst 
Son enjoyed interpreting, he disliked the solitude and boredom that could be 
associated with freelance work:  
It’s the loneliness - you’re isolated, that’s why when I get out and meet 
people it’s really nice, talking to other interpreters and stuff, yeah…and 
the travelling as well, that’s becoming tedious now (Son). 
Son also pointed out the spatial challenges of working from home. Most of the 
students that I interviewed studied in the university library and avoided working 
from home where there is little quiet or private space. However, freelance workers 
without student status often had little choice but to work at home, and their living 
space had to take on multiple functions:  
I’d like to have a small room to use as an office actually, because in this 
room, one side is the office, the other side is the bed. Sometimes if 
you’ve got a thing that needs to be done on the other side of the 
bedroom you can’t really have a good night’s sleep! (Son). 
Son’s experience highlights the precarity that can be involved in freelance work. 
Son was constantly considering new career options and frequently mentioned his 
most recent ideas for supplementing his income, including starting a business within 
the Vietnamese food industry. The next section of this chapter examines 
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relationships between home, work and the city in more detail, considering whether 
different forms of work can contribute to a sense of home. 
(Dis)connections between home, work and the city 
Several participants in this study were engaged in multiple forms of work within the 
home and outside it. In most cases, these different jobs were undertaken in order to 
maximise their income, whilst other people combined part-time work while 
studying. For some participants, the flexibility of working in different places was 
viewed positively as it enabled them to visit different places and to be in control of 
their own schedule. However, for others, flexible working was associated with a 
lack of routine and insecure work. This section will examine the extent to which 
participants regarded their work as connected to (or separate from) their home life, 
and whether or not this work contributed to their senses of home, either in relation 
to East London, the wider city or across transnational space. 
Some participants described how their work helped them to feel a sense of 
belonging in relation to the city. Ty, who worked in a Vietnamese restaurant, 
described how his routine journeys between home and work enabled him to gain an 
understanding of the geography of the city as a whole, helping him to develop a 
sense of familiarity and to form relationships with particular places. Ty also said 
that his work enabled him to maintain a sense of his Vietnamese identity while 
adapting to his new environment. Ty had worked in several different Vietnamese 
restaurants in Hackney and had met lots of other Vietnamese people through this 
work. However, Ty felt that these relationships did not necessarily engender a sense 
of belonging or friendship: 
I used to say a friend is – when you go to work, you’ve got co-workers, 
when you go to school you’ve got classmates, but for a friend, like, in a 
sense of someone who knows you and likes to hang out with you…I 
don’t think I have many. But like, for me, I think you make friends for 
some reason – for a good relationship at work, for sharing at school, or 
you want to enjoy good neighbourhood, and things like that (Ty). 
It is important to note that being acquainted with others or developing a sense of 
security and familiarity with the local area may not be sufficient to feel ‘at home’, a 
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concept which encompasses a much wider range of ideas, practices and emotions. 
Ty’s narrative emphasises the diverse relationships and everyday practices that are 
involved in creating a sense of belonging. 
Son’s interpreting work involved travel to court cases within London or 
beyond. The nature of this work could also be emotionally demanding, as Son 
described: 
You want to try and get to court on time, it’s very important, you could 
be a bit late when you go to do an immigration case but in court 
everybody starts very punctual so you have to be there in time. I find it 
very daunting even now, going to court, it’s really scary, (more than) 
going to a police station or to the Home Office. When you go to court, 
they ask you whether you want to take the oath, or affirm – because I’m 
a Buddhist I affirm, I stand in the dock and read out the information, my 
name and language, and then I would go to the dock, sit with the client, 
and whatever’s exchanged outside between barristers and juries, 
whatever, I have to interpret, and if a person calls out, in the middle of 
court, I have to interpret as well. Usually they get sent from prison, 
we’re not allowed to have communication, even with family members, 
you’re not allowed to talk because they’re thinking you’re relaying 
information from the client to family member, you know?...You’re 
there, you interpret, you go home. You have to think very quickly…and 
your vocabulary has to be very extensive as well, yeah, and it’s very 
nerve-wracking…if you mis-translate or something, people can get 
fined a lot of money, that’s why in this profession you have to buy 
insurance to protect yourself. I hear people being charged like, £5,000 
for mis-translation, that’s why it gets really scary now (Son, my 
emphasis). 
Son’s narrative emphasises the challenges involved in his work as an interpreter, 
but also highlight a sense of disconnection between home and work. This is not 
only because the work could take him to multiple locations, but also because of the 
demanding nature of his interactions with clients and the strict regulations of the 
court environment. Despite some of his work being undertaken from home, Son 
viewed the interpreting work as necessarily separate from his home life.  
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While Son lives alone, several participants share their homes with room-
mates or family members, in some cases including young children. These 
relationships impact on the space of the home and the activities that take place 
within it, and can be challenging for those who also undertake paid work or study 
within the home. Cường shares the care of his two-year-old daughter with his wife, 
who is also a student. When I visited his home for our interview, he apologised for 
its appearance, commenting that tidying the house had to come second to the 
demands of his paid work and childcare (Figure 7). 
 
 
Figure 7. Cường's living room. 
Sang, who is studying for a PhD in computer science, shares the care of his baby 
son with his wife, who has a post-doctoral research position. Sang described how he 
managed the care of his baby alongside his work in the university laboratory: 
Every day when I get up I need to cook for the whole day - it takes a lot 
of time to do every day, but I want to make good food for my wife and 
for the baby. Sometimes I need to wash clothes for my son, so I need to 
do some hand-washing first before putting it into the washing 
machine…and then I go to work until around six, seven o’clock. Before, 
I did some work at home but now I am very busy with the baby. Before 
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I could sleep at the office no problem, but now it’s very difficult! 
(Sang). 
The ways in which participants share domestic tasks while managing paid 
work presents a challenge to gendered expectations of men and women in 
contemporary Vietnam, despite the socio-economic changes that have taken place 
in the country. While my research cannot make generalisations about whether 
gendered practices have changed alongside or in response to migration, the majority 
of participants were comfortable with sharing domestic tasks and built a routine 
around their work and childcare commitments. For participants without children, 
shared responsibility for domestic tasks was also common: 
Yeah, we cook together - well, we share - sometimes I take the main 
cooking chores but Michael helps with the cleaning and things. It 
doesn’t feel like we’re doing any, like, big chores or anything, 
just…whoever has the time, we share it out a little bit. Sometimes it can 
be messy because we’re both busy, but you know, basically we’re doing 
an ok job to keep it relatively clean (Hiền). 
Participants in student accommodation had varying arrangements for 
cooking, cleaning and household maintenance. Phương, who lived with student and 
professional flatmates, said that their rent included the cleaning of communal areas 
twice a month. Linh described how her flatmates had developed a rota system for 
cleaning their flat: 
We have a cleaning chart now – it used to be that we write the task on 
the piece of paper, put it in the bowl and shake it up and then people 
draw out what they have to do. But then I realised someone would be 
unlucky to have to do something three times in a row, for example 
vacuuming the stairs would be quite difficult and tricky - and then we 
actually had some who had it three times in a row! So it’s better to, kind 
of, colour code and do a rotation…so next week will be me (Linh). 
Creating ‘home’ here: connecting Vietnam, London and the wider world  
Most participants living in short-term rental accommodation had not made 
substantial changes to the property in terms of furnishing or decoration. While this 
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is partly due to the difficulties of bringing items from Vietnam and the expense and 
practical feasibility of redecorating, it should also be acknowledged that material 
and aesthetic forms of home-making may not be considered a priority by migrants 
themselves. The regulations that are involved in renting put further obstacles in the 
way of home-making practices. Hiền, who lived with her boyfriend in Wapping, 
described being generally happy in her flat but regretted that she hadn’t been able to 
decorate the walls with her own pictures (Figure 8). Hiền’s narrative brings out the 
multi-layered nature of home and home-making. Alongside not wanting to break the 
rules of her contract, the knowledge that she would move and eventually return to 
Vietnam made Hiền reluctant to buy large items or spend substantial amounts of 
money on decoration: 
You know, we would love to put up pictures, but art here is expensive 
and even when we have the picture, it’s expensive to buy the frame, and 
sometimes we think well, in another five or six months…I try to not 
buy things that I know that I cannot bring home (Hiền). 
!
 
Figure 8. Hiền's living room 
As Parutis (2011) points out, migrants who are staying temporarily may be more 
concerned with exploring their new environment, forming relationships or work 
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than pursuing a settled home life. However, some participants’ narratives also 
highlight the ways in which they create their own senses of home in relatively 
constrained, sometimes transient spaces. In this section, I consider the ways in 
which participants create ideas and feelings of ‘home’ through objects, practices 
and social interactions. The section begins with an excerpt from my field notes that 
documents a home tour conducted with Son in his house in Hackney. This excerpt 
details the diverse objects, places and interests that are contained and displayed in 
Son’s home (Figures 9 and 10): 
In Son’s kitchen, magnets and postcards collected from Vietnam and 
numerous locations including Europe, Malaysia and Dubai are 
displayed on the fridge-freezer. On top of the fridge is an altar to the 
Kitchen God, one of the Taoist deities that is worshipped in Vietnam. In 
the living room, wooden cabinets contain a variety of statues, pictures 
and vases collected by Son and his mother. Altars to the Buddha, the 
goddess Guanyin and to Son’s ancestors are displayed on top of the 
cabinets, framed with candles, incense and artificial flowers. The altar 
to Son’s parents contains their portraits on the wall above offerings of 
fruit and cigarettes, offered because Son’s father smoked during his life. 
A small table houses family photographs, one of which has been 
enlarged from a small black-and-white photograph that was carried on 
the boat from Vietnam. Upstairs, Son points out a cabinet that looks as 
if it could be from Asia, but was bought in the British store Past Times. 
Each wall of the bedroom contains shelving from floor to ceiling, 
housing a variety of objects within Son’s various collections, including 
from Lord of the Rings and Asian martial arts. Son shows me a painting 
of a monkey that reflects his year of birth in the lunar calendar. Shelves 
above the desk display pictures of Vietnamese landscapes, photographs 
of Son’s graduation and primary school class in Scotland, fiction and 
non-fiction books (field notes, 02/06/2013). 
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Figure 9. Ancestral altar in Son’s home 
 
Figure 10. Son's living room 
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In addition to noting the diversity of Son’s possessions, the above excerpt highlights 
the multiple spatial and temporal connections between them. Throughout my 
research in participants’ homes, I endeavoured not only to document the interiors 
and objects in their homes, but also to examine where particular objects came from, 
how they were bought or acquired, how they are currently used and the participant’s 
relationship with them. Son commented that visitors have described his home as 
‘busy’, with ‘too much stuff’. Son explained, ‘I like things around me - they’re 
memories, they remind me of stuff, you know?’ Son’s objects represented his 
enjoyment of travel and reminded him of the places he had visited, including the 
home in Vietnam that he had lived away from for most of his life. Son’s possessions 
were also points of connection with family members and friends, some of whom are 
overseas or have passed away. Son noted that his objects have been collected from 
around the world, and was especially keen to point out objects that were bought 
‘back home’ in Vietnam, including pictures depicting images of rural Vietnam such 
as village scenes and rice fields. The pictures portray a romantic vision of the 
Vietnamese countryside, and evoke a longing for the ‘original homeland’ that is 
part of Vietnamese cultural identity.  
Material culture perspectives reveal the multiple relationships between 
home, memory and the senses for people who have lost their homes through war, 
displacement or family breakdown. The memory of a home lost in childhood is 
particularly significant among refugee participants, including Son, who lost his 
childhood home when his family left Vietnam in fear for their lives. In an analysis 
of one woman’s memories of her childhood home, Hecht (2001) argues that: 
To lose a childhood home, our first secure corner of the world, is to lose 
a fundamental part of ourselves and our history. The memory of a 
childhood home thus becomes the remembrance of childhood, the 
remembrance of a lost part of ourselves. Remembering a bygone home-
scape is then an act of reappropriation, of sowing symbolic roots into a 
vanished world (Hecht 2001: 123).  
Son’s domestic display of Vietnamese objects may be interpreted as an act 
of remembrance or a recreation of the home that he was forced to leave; a material 
embodiment of his childhood and of the relationship with Vietnam that he has been 
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rebuilding ever since. Son’s possessions can be seen as multi-sensory, spatial and 
temporal expressions of history and identity, as well as a means of ameliorating and 
making sense of the loss of his childhood home. Conceptualising Son’s domestic 
possessions as a way of ‘resurrecting’ or preserving the memory of the lost 
childhood home speaks to psychoanalytical perspectives on attachments to material 
objects and their relationships with the self and identity (Miller 1987, Parkin 1999, 
Woodward 2011). According to object relations theory, it is through their 
engagements with material and non-material objects that individuals learn the 
boundaries between themselves and the external world (Woodward 2011). Object 
relations perspectives hold that emotions, memories, meanings and fantasies are 
projected onto objects, making them crucial in the formation of personal identity 
(Parkin 1999, Winnicot 1971, Woodward 2011). From this perspective, Son’s 
attachment to and care for his possessions can be understood in terms of an act of 
identity preservation and as a tangible way of keeping his past alive in the present 
(Hecht 2001: 131).  
However, I wish to argue that Son’s home is not only a ‘private museum of 
memory’ or a ‘resurrection’ of his lost childhood home (c.f. Hecht 2001: 138). 
Contemporary approaches to home and mobility are particularly relevant to the 
ways in which domestic possessions are not only a bridge to the past, but connect 
with the present and future. In a study of home and migration in Cambodia, Brickell 
(2011) examines the ways in which home possessions reach beyond connections 
between the rural and urban, enabling the ‘traversing of the mind and imagination’ 
across time and at multiple scales. Brickell proposes migrants’ home spaces as sites 
of emplaced mobility, in which ‘people re-orientate themselves not only to their 
new homes, but also to their old homes and memories’ (Brickell 2011: 31). Viewing 
the home as a translocal space highlights the ways in which ideas and practices of 
home not only relate to creating a sense of continuity with the past, but also become 
part of an imagined future (Brickell 2011: 37). Son’s house is not only a re-
construction of the Vietnam he had left as a child, but is a site of connection 
between places, practices and ideas from multiple locations and time periods. Each 
room contains everyday items that are used for cooking and in other forms of home-
work, as well as objects used in worship and possessions reflecting Son’s interests 
and aspirations. Though Son currently lives alone, he talks often about his plans to 
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bring his wife and daughter over from Vietnam when he is earning enough to meet 
the immigration requirements. In addition to creating a sense of home through 
continuity with the past, Son is constantly re-shaping his home as part of his 
imagined and desired future.  
Throughout my fieldwork, I encountered Vietnamese objects within 
contexts of mobility and diversity. Pictures portraying similar landscapes to those in 
Son’s home are displayed in the rectory of the Vietnamese Catholic church in Bow. 
Simon explained that he displays the pictures to help worshippers (particularly 
recently-arrived migrants) to feel a sense of welcome, home and belonging, and also 
to act as a point of intercultural connection and interest between visitors from 
different backgrounds. Objects from Vietnam are significant not only for 
participants with long-term residence. Sang, who lives in Stratford with his wife and 
baby son, was unable to bring many belongings from Vietnam due to restrictions on 
his luggage allowance and limited space in his London accommodation. He showed 
me a wooden flute that he bought in a Hanoi souvenir shop and which is regarded as 
a symbol of Vietnamese tradition. Sang described how the sound of the flute 
reminded him of Vietnam, and often played it to his baby to soothe him to sleep. 
This small instrument embodies multiple connections between what Sang described 
as his ‘little home’ in Stratford and his ‘big home’ in Vietnam, and connects Sang’s 
child with the home and family in Vietnam that he has yet to visit in person.  
Ngọc’s narrative expressed the qualities that she felt were required for her to 
feel at home in London, emphasising the importance of personalising her space and 
bonding with her housemates so that her house became more like a ‘family 
household’: 
I think previously it was just plain furniture, and then we kind of made 
it more like a family household. Now we have all the stuff we need, like 
spices, ingredients, food, and then we customise it, like buying the 
throws to customise the sofa, bring more stuff in like the games - I think 
we customised it in a way that makes it feel like it is our house now, 
yeah (Ngọc). 
Despite the often transient nature of their housing, many participants were able to 
cultivate a sense of home whilst acknowledging the ambivalent, fragile nature of 
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this concept. Ngọc’s description of ‘customising’ also speaks to the ways in which 
‘home’ is not located in a fixed place, but can be understood as a fluid space, set of 
practices and emotions that always in the process of becoming. In the next section 
of this chapter, I examine relationships between home and the worlds beyond, 
focusing on the home as a site of connection between living relatives and the 
ancestors and the ways in which religious practices and objects connect homes, 
workplaces, cities and spiritual worlds. 
Religion and spiritual practice at home and work 
Religious practices in Vietnam are diverse and are frequently drawn upon alongside 
each other. Whilst a large majority of Vietnamese describe themselves as Buddhist, 
an estimated ten percent of the population are Catholic. Alongside these major 
religious faiths, ancestor worship is widely practised across Vietnam, including 
among people who would not otherwise define themselves as religious. Ancestor 
worship is part of a system of belief in which spirits of the deceased are considered 
to exist alongside the living, and are regarded as having power over their lives 
(Jellema 2007a, McAllister 2012). Rituals of ancestor worship include the offering 
of food, water and other material goods. Paper replicas of money, clothes, mobile 
phones and other items are also burned at the grave of the deceased in the belief that 
they will be transferred to the ancestors in the other world. These practices have 
been understood as a means of connecting the living in this world with the dead in 
the other world (Di Gregorio and Salemink 2007: 433). Ancestor veneration is also 
related to the concept of hiếu (filial piety) and the on-going repayment of ‘moral 
debt’ to parents for the sacrifices they have made in raising their children (Jellema 
2007a: 467).  
The practice of worshipping the ancestors (thờ cúng tổ tiên) is also known as 
nhớ ôn ông bà, or ‘remembering the moral debt to grandfather and grandmother’ 
(Jellema 2007a: 468). The well-being and success of the living is seen as dependent 
upon maintaining relations of mutual care with the ancestors. In addition to 
practicing ancestor worship, some participants discussed visiting a fortune-teller 
(thầy bói) for guidance on spiritual and practical matters, including auspicious days 
to conduct business, plan a trip or get married. Practices of spirit mediumship (lên 
đồng), in which practitioners become possessed by a particular god or spirit, are 
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also popular forms of communication with the other world (Kendall 2011). During 
the Socialist revolutionary period, the Vietnamese government discouraged what it 
described as superstitious beliefs, while the extreme poverty of the war necessitated 
a decline in public ceremonies. Contemporary scholars have since noted a renewal 
in public forms of ritual and religious worship, linking this with political and 
economic change (Di Gregorio and Salemink 2007). Large public ceremonies and 
the construction of ornate ancestral graves have been associated with a means of 
gaining social status among the living (Jellema 2007a). However, several of my 
participants describe ancestor veneration as a private, intimate practice and note that 
many rituals are undertaken in the home rather than in public spaces. Ancestor 
veneration is more often related to maintaining family relationships, as a form of 
personal moral development, and as an act of care for deceased loved ones.  
Ancestor worship has generally been associated with the patrilineal model of 
kinship, and is formally regarded as the responsibility of the eldest son in the 
family. However, many of the women that I interviewed take an active role in 
worship, and emphasise the mutual care and support that is part of remembering and 
honouring their ancestors. The majority of participants in this study (including 
Buddhists and Catholics as well as individuals who do not define themselves as 
religious) practice ancestor worship. Most interviewees discussed the presence of 
altars in their family homes in Vietnam, whilst several also have an altar in their 
homes in London. The material culture of domestic altars varies between 
individuals and their faiths, but usually consists of pictures of the deceased, 
offerings of fruit, vases containing flowers, and an incense holder, candles or 
electric lights. Buddhist worshippers also have figures of the Buddha and of 
Guanyin, who is known as the ‘female Buddha’ or Goddess of Compassion. Many 
Vietnamese also have shrines to deities that are incorporated from Taoist beliefs. 
These include the Kitchen God, known as Ông Táo, who is particularly associated 
with the home, hearth and family (McAllister 2012). In addition to daily offerings, 
particular rituals are practiced on the first and the fourteenth day of each month 
according to the lunar calendar, as well as on the anniversary of the deceased 
ancestor’s death and at Tết (Lunar New Year). Ancestors are offered particular 
foods, drinks or other substances that they enjoyed when they were alive, including 
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meat, alcohol and cigarettes. When the incense has burned down, the living may 
eat, believing that they will gain the spirits’ blessings through consuming the food.  
Son’s altar is housed in the living room of his home in Hackney, and 
contains statues of the Buddha, Guanyin and pictures of his deceased parents. Every 
evening, Son places offerings of fruit onto the altars and lights a stick of incense 
until it begins to smoke, then stands back and bows his head in respect to the 
ancestors and deities. As the incense burns, he invites his parents to come home and 
enjoy the offerings, and prays for the wellbeing of his loved ones. Son described 
how the ancestors are considered to return home to receive offerings from their 
relatives. He noted that the altar must be kept brightly lit, so that the spirits can find 
their way home: 
They come back – the spirit wanders, the spirit comes to the house, they 
have to know where to go. Basically, they wander around, but when you 
make the offering they come back and sit in the picture. Let’s say 
mum’s floating around, she comes back and rests in the picture, dad 
comes back, rests in his picture. Then they start to enjoy what you offer 
them, and then you take the food down to enjoy yourself. That’s when 
the spirit goes, because they’ve done their bit – they come to eat, they 
come to bless you, you offer the incense stick, you tell them who you 
are, and you ask them for whatever you want – for a better career, find a 
partner, whatever you want them to bless you to have (Son). 
The altar is usually given a prominent place in the main living room, and 
can be housed on the top floor of the family home as a mark of respect to the 
ancestors. Several participants noted the importance of keeping the altar clean and 
regularly replenishing the offerings as a mark of respect to the ancestors. Son 
described how the altar is seen as the focal point of the Vietnamese home: 
The centre point, the focus point, the point that brings families 
together…a house feels empty without an altar - you can have all this 
stuff, but it still feel cold, but this makes the house warm. I mean, I’m at 
home a lot, I live by myself, but I never feel that lonely because in my 
mind, my parents live here with me, Buddha’s all around, and I feel safe 
(Son). 
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The above quotation demonstrates the multiple roles of ancestor veneration 
and the ways in which it is intertwined with Vietnamese concepts of home and 
family. The material culture of Son’s altar is particularly significant, as his family 
were unable to bring many objects or photographs with them when they escaped 
from Vietnam by boat. The pictures of his mother and father were enlarged from 
small black and white photographs, some of the few possessions that they were able 
to carry with them on the journey to re-settlement.  
Jellema (2007b) proposes that ‘altars and graves…are not permanent homes 
for the dead, only meeting points from which the ancestors “come and go”’. In 
Vietnam, the period following the death of a parent is marked by extensive rituals 
involving the family and community. Son’s mother died six years ago. He described 
how every evening for forty-nine days after her death, his mother’s spirit would 
return home. During this time, three bowls were placed on the altar: one for the 
deceased and two for the spirits who are thought to accompany them to the other 
world. Son described the complex emotions that these practices evoked in him: 
I asked her all the time when she passed away - I got so scared I went to 
my sister’s house to sleep, actually. In that forty-nine days that she 
came back to eat, I tell her all the time, ‘don’t come, mum, I know you 
love me, you want to come back and visit the house - it’s ok, but don’t 
let me see you (Son). 
Practices of ancestor worship are not only associated with the home, family 
and domesticity, but are also connected to work and business. Ty, who worked in a 
Vietnamese restaurant in Hoxton, described how he was responsible for lighting the 
incense and making offerings of food and Vietnamese coffee to the gods on an altar 
in his workplace (Figure 12). In Vietnam, business-owners and employees venerate 
the God of the Earth (Ông Địa) whom they ask for protection of the business, and 
the God of Fortune (Thần Tài) who is associated with economic success. Altars to 
these deities are widely found within restaurants, shops and nail salons in London. 
The presence of these altars and the rituals surrounding them demonstrates the 
multiple transnational connections between work and spiritual practice, but also 
illuminates further relationships between home, work and the city. In addition to 
asking the gods for the protection and success of their businesses, workers also pray 
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for the health and well-being of the business owners and their family (Hüwelmeier 
2008).  
The significance of material goods within religion in Vietnam reveals close 
connections between the spiritual and economic realms. Kendall (2011) notes the 
increasing presence of markets selling ‘religious paraphernalia’ in Vietnam and 
elsewhere in Southeast Asia, arguing that ‘the production of goods for specifically 
ritual purposes – from altar tables to statues to spirit medium costumes to elaborate 
votive paper offerings – testifies to an enthusiastic linkage between things material 
and spiritual in contemporary Vietnamese popular religious life’ (Kendall 2011: 
108). Connections between the spiritual and economic realms are also visible in the 
recognition that spirits have ‘appetites and desires’ that ‘respond to changing 
horizons of material consumption, fashion and taste’ (Kendall 2011: 109). The 
importance of material goods within religious practice is also contested, as some 
commentators describe ‘conspicuous consumption’ as a moral issue in which the 
sincerity of religious practice becomes compromised (Kendall 2011). However, the 
importance of material goods in religious practice can also be understood as part of 
an on-going process in which traditional practices are re-negotiated in the context of 
modernity and political change (Endres and Lauser 2011). The production of sacred 
goods provides employment for whole families and even districts in Vietnam, 
where particular villages are known for producing particular items. Furthermore, 
networks of sacred objects are often transnational, as members of the Vietnamese 
diaspora purchase religious items from shops in London that have been imported or 
sent from Vietnam. Participants in this study described how items that were used in 
ancestor veneration and other spiritual practices could be purchased from 
Vietnamese shops in Hackney. These objects can be identified in altars in both 
homes and workplaces, further illustrating the links between home, work and 
spirituality.  
Relationships between transnational migration and religion reveal the ways 
in which movement and travel are not only practiced by worshippers, but can be 
seen as part of the essence of spirits themselves (Krause and Hüwelmeier 2010). 
Scholars note that even when their worshippers remain in one place, spirits ‘come 
into presence’ as part of an on-going process of arrival and departure (Lambek 
2010: 14). The portability of many religious objects and practices enables 
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worshippers who migrate to feel a sense of belonging as part of transnational 
religious networks (Krause and Hüwelmeier 2010). However, the impact of 
migration upon spiritual practices and the expectations surrounding them can be 
complex and unsettling. Ty told me that he and his colleagues were unsure whether 
they should worship in English or Vietnamese, and whether the spirits could hear 
them in their new location. 
 
Figure 11: Altar in a Vietnamese restaurant, Hackney 
 
My research has revealed the ways in which religious objects become associated 
with home in multiple ways, particularly in the context of migration. However, 
participants’ narratives also emphasise how the meanings and uses of objects can be 
altered and sometimes transformed in the process of mobility. While several 
participants had an altar or shrine as a focus of their worship, they were mostly 
found among people with long-term residence in the UK. Participants in shared or 
temporary housing may be unable to house an altar due to spatial or financial 
constraints. Moreover, the presence or absence of an altar is also related to 
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participants’ motivations to migrate and where they perceive ‘home’ to be. Some 
participants did not feel that it was their role to house an altar because their parents 
maintained responsibility for honouring the ancestors in the family home in 
Vietnam. However, participants often drew upon other objects that enabled them to 
maintain religious practices. During our interview, Ty showed me a Vietnamese 
possession that he carried with him at all times (Figure 12). The object is a small 
red square embossed with a gold image of the Buddha, framed with Chinese 
characters and encased in a protective laminate cover. Ty also described the amulet 
in his own words: 
It’s a safety charm, for safety. It was given to me by my mum. My mum 
went to the pagoda and asked for this, and she gave it to me before I 
went abroad (Ty). 
Figure 12: Ty's safety charm 
 
Ty’s mother had obtained this charm from a local pagoda, giving it to her son for 
protection on his journey to the UK. As he reflected upon the object, Ty discussed 
the roles of religion and ancestor worship in Vietnam and their personal 
significance, particularly the importance of protection for those who are travelling 
far from their home and loved ones to an unfamiliar environment. Whilst Ty 
believed in its protective capacities, he also cherished the amulet because it was a 
tangible reminder of his home and family: 
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I think it reminds me that I’ve I got a family, my mum, and it remind 
me that…somehow it give us the answer for something we don’t know 
in life, it helps you to have peace of mind, things like that – if 
something happens, you’ve got a lucky charm already (Ty). 
 
Figure 13: Buddhist objects in Ngọc's living room 
Ngọc, who lived in a shared house near Mile End, had adapted the material 
culture and rituals surrounding ancestor worship to her East London home (Figure 
13). The above image shows the mantelpiece in Ngọc’s living room, on which were 
displayed objects including a large incense burner, lotus-shaped candles, artificial 
flowers and offerings of water in small porcelain cups. This shrine appeared to 
resemble a traditional Vietnamese altar, but was focused upon a depiction of the 
Buddha and did not venerate any of Ngọc’s ancestors. It did not include any 
pictures or shelves that are fixed to the wall, making it more practical for living in 
rented housing. Ngọc explained that as part of the process of establishing her home 
in London, she consulted her mother for advice on the practicalities and demands of 
worship in her new location: 
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She said, well, basically, when I was asking her, do we need that? As in, 
do we need to have a picture of my grandfather or something? And then 
she said that it’s too complicated for you, so instead you can have a 
picture of Buddha, it’s a good blessing for the house (Ngọc). 
Maintaining the altar is an important part of paying respect to the ancestors 
and other deities. Participants explained that the altar must be kept clean and well-lit 
at all times, with fresh fruit and flowers ideally being replaced daily. Son 
emphasised that it is important to honour the ancestors whatever your level of social 
or economic position: 
That’s a way of showing respect, you know? You neglect it, you don’t 
keep it clean – that’s another way of showing disrespect, which, as you 
can see, I must have it cleaned properly, you know? My mum, when she 
was alive she always keep it clean…every morning you’re supposed to 
clean the cups, clean with water – fresh water, and flowers as well, they 
always have fresh flowers, fresh water, fresh fruit in Vietnam, every 
single day. Even if they cannot afford to eat, they still always have to 
have these things fresh (Son). 
As he showed me his altar, Son admonished himself for not keeping it clean 
and for using dried flowers instead of fresh ones, frequently pointing out differences 
between the placement of his altar and how it would be positioned in a Vietnamese 
home. Migration impacts upon participants’ religious practices in multiple ways, 
including through the effects of constraints on space, differences in housing design, 
access to places of worship and living costs. Participants adapt their practices to the 
opportunities and barriers in their new environment, leading to a reconfiguration in 
material culture and practices of worship over transnational space and time. Minh 
described the differences between her practices of worship in London and Vietnam, 
emphasising the effects of spatial constraints on practising correctly: 
In Vietnam we have a room for ancestors only. But here, the house is so 
small, so we don’t have the place, so we have the statue of the Buddha 
instead. The statue should be placed stably - you should not move it. 
Even after we burn the incense many times and there’s some dust, 
around it, so you just clean it, but don’t move anything. If you move it, 
 
!
!
!
214!
!
maybe your business not good, your house not good, something like 
that, but here it’s so different, because we don’t have the space (Minh). 
Worshipping the ancestors has been understood as a means of combatting 
the uncertainty of everyday life (Di Gregorio 2007), and is an important source of 
guidance and comfort to participants. Several participants described how the act of 
worship and the material culture and ritual surrounding it evoked a sense of home 
and continuity with the past, as well as helping them to make sense of their 
migration experiences. However, this relationship also places multiple demands and 
expectations upon worshippers, particularly those who are practicing in contexts of 
mobility.  
Practices involved in ancestor veneration are closely tied to particular 
notions of home. Ancestor worship summons both ancestors and the living to return 
to their ‘native homeland’ (quê hương), the ancestral home that is associated with 
birth and childhood. This would appear to be at odds with the reality of internal and 
transnational mobility that are part of everyday life for many families in 
contemporary Vietnam. However, scholars note that these returns are considered to 
be temporary and occasional, and allow for mobility and separation (Jellema 
2007b). This flexible idea of home is also endorsed by the state, whose leaders urge 
people to ‘return to origins’, whilst accepting that movement and separation are 
contained within the idea of return (Jellema 2007b: 70). In supporting public rituals, 
the state also confers upon everyone (including overseas Vietnamese) a Vietnamese 
identity:  
If convinced of the claim that all Vietnamese worship their ancestors, it 
is perhaps not far-fetched to argue that to worship the ancestors is to be 
Vietnamese; that is, when someone burns incense at the altar, they 
actively and incontrovertibly perform their Vietnameseness (Jellema 
2007b: 72) 
The above quotation demonstrates how spiritual practices can be drawn upon or 
utilised by the state in order to present particular ideals of national identity. 
However, my research reveals how spiritual practices and beliefs are adapted and 
re-shaped by individuals as part of the migration process. Moreover, participants’ 
narratives highlight the ways in which ideas of identity and home are continually 
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shifting to incorporate elements of their current life and location. During worship, 
Vietnamese people ask their ancestors to ensure good health for themselves and 
their families, as well as asking for assistance with practical matters such as exams, 
relationships, journeys and financial difficulties. Followers begin with the 
invocation ‘nam mô a di đà phật’ (‘Hail, Amitabha Buddha’) and announce their 
name, the date and time, then ask for blessings for their family and country, 
followed by requests for personal support. Minh described this sequence of worship 
in her narrative: 
Yeah, we say [prayers] for Vietnam and UK, because I live here as well. 
And then I will pray for my family, like, my parents will be healthy, and 
had they been sick, to get well…I wish I can have merit [at College], I 
wish I can pass my exams, something like that. So you go from general 
to detail (Minh). 
This quotation highlights that practices of ancestor worship are not only intertwined 
with the home and family, but also link the Vietnamese home with the wider world. 
Minh asks the spirits to bless Vietnam as a nation, not only because it is where her 
family is located, underlining the associations between ancestor worship, religion 
and national identity in Vietnam. Minh includes her current location in her prayers, 
demonstrating the ways in which worship is reconfigured by migration, and 
connecting her present home in London with her family home and notions of home 
and identity on a national scale. The Vietnamese home can be understood as a site 
of connection between the domestic and public, between living relatives and spirits, 
across transnational space and with the spirit world (Di Gregorio and Salemink 
2007, McAllister 2012).  
However, not all participants felt that ancestor worship was an essential part 
of their beliefs or identity, and several had altered their practices since their 
migration to London. Hang, a translator and teacher who grew up in Hanoi, had a 
difficult relationship with her family, and remembered Tết (Lunar New Year) as a 
time of tension, which occasionally spilled over into anger as the family spent 
extended periods together. After arriving in London, Hang had become a follower 
of Thích Nhất Hạnh, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk who was exiled because of his 
opposition to the Vietnam War. Whilst Hang kept a Buddha figure on the desk in 
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her bedroom, she did not define this as an altar or make specific offerings. She 
practiced mindfulness daily, and found a sense of well-being and community in the 
Engaged Buddhism movement, which holds regular meetings in London. Hang 
shared this quotation from! Thích Nhất Hạnh, which offers a radically different 
concept of home based on relinquishing attachments to material needs: 
Your true home is in the here and the now. It is not limited by time, 
space, nationality, or race. Your true home is not an abstract idea. It is 
something you can touch and live in every moment. With mindfulness 
and concentration, the energies of the Buddha, you can find your true 
home in the full relaxation of your mind and body in the present 
moment. No one can take it away from you. Other people can occupy 
your country, they can even put you in prison, but they cannot take 
away your true home and your freedom (Thích Nhất Hạnh). 
Hang valued the knowledge that she could create a sense of home within herself 
wherever she was in the world; one that was not dependent upon particular people 
or places, but could be evoked through a mindful awareness of the present moment. 
The above description highlights the multiple ways in which home can be 
experienced and defined by individuals, including the significance of a ‘spiritual 
home’ that reaches beyond specific places (Den Boer 2015). 
Connections between food, home and mobility 
Food is intimately linked with questions of belonging, home and identity. Multiple 
studies have demonstrated the importance of food in engendering senses of home, 
belonging and identity in contexts of mobility and displacement (Burrell 2014b, 
Law 2001, Petridou 2001, Sutton 2001). Other research has focused on sensory 
memories of diasporic homes and the ways in which these memories are evoked 
through particular foods (Lahiri 2011, Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013). Alongside the 
emotional significance of food, Petridou (2001) argues that migrants’ perceptions of 
food are related to values of health, taste and distinction, often expressed by eating 
or not eating foods in their new location. The social aspects of food and eating are 
also examples of collective forms of home-making. Sutton argues that ‘there is an 
imagined community implied in the act of eating food “from home” while in exile, 
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in the embodied knowledge that others are eating the same food.’ (2001: 48). 
Sharing food and cooking together have emerged as important social practices and 
aspects of home-making among my participants. While some individuals enjoyed 
visiting restaurants throughout the city, other participants reserved eating out for 
special occasions. Most participants preferred cooking and eating with family or 
friends at home. These preferences were not only discussed in relation to finance, 
but also articulated the significance of cooking and eating as a social practice. Ngọc 
described the routines that she had developed with her housemates so that they were 
able to share their evening meal together every day: 
Ideally, the person who gets home first should make the rice, and then 
in the morning I will leave out the meat that we’ll have for dinner. 
Lunchtime we’re not at home at the same times, so we agree to have 
only dinner together…so we store meat for the whole week in the 
freezer, and every morning I’ll pick one, because I’m the main chef, I’ll 
leave it out, and maybe if I go home late, for example, I’ll tell them to 
just prepare it, like slice it or take the bone out or do something, or 
otherwise I’ll go home and cook. And yeah, the one who cooks doesn’t 
have to wash the dishes! (Ngọc). 
When I asked Ngọc why she felt it was important to prioritise cooking and 
eating together, she explained that maintaining a daily routine encouraged them to 
become more like a ‘family household’: contributing to the everyday running of the 
house and developing close relationships. Creating a home in the context of 
migration thus involves physical, imagined and affective forms of work (Ahmed et 
al. 2003).  
Accounts of relationships between food and migration underline the 
multiplicity of associations between memories, emotions and the senses. In a study 
of rituals surrounding Christmas among Polish migrants in the UK, Burrell (2014b) 
demonstrates that consuming food and other material goods from Poland juxtaposes 
‘the emotional pull of the homeland’ with ‘the need to invest in a new life in a new 
place’ (Burrell 2014b: 57). This articulates the complex links between materiality, 
emotion, memory and identity in contexts of mobility. Engagement with objects and 
foods can increase the sense of a ‘continual transnational self’, providing an 
opportunity to experience the feeling of a coherent identity within a world that often 
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disrupts migrants’ senses of self (Svašek 2012: 17). Sharing food from the 
homeland may also create a sense of community with others from similar ethnic or 
cultural backgrounds, and can facilitate relationships with other communities and 
non-migrants. Burrell (2014b) also proposes that festivals in which particular foods 
are included can increase the visibility of migrant groups in the city, contributing to 
their senses of belonging and inclusion.  
The sensory and emotional qualities of food and the memories that it evokes 
can also heighten feelings of loss or homesickness. For many of my participants, the 
absence of crucial ingredients can be a painful reminder of the distance from their 
home country and increase their feelings of dislocation. Vietnamese food was 
discussed as the thing that participants missed most about Vietnam after their 
families, and obtaining ingredients that enabled them to cook similar foods in their 
new location was a priority for most people. Vietnamese food is now much more 
widely available than when the first refugees arrived in the 1970s, when Uyen’s 
family worried that they would never again be able to eat rice. While Vietnamese 
communities originally had to travel to Paris to buy Vietnamese ingredients, 
migrants today can visit a range of Vietnamese restaurants and buy ingredients from 
Vietnamese shops. Supermarkets are also stocking an increasingly global range of 
foods. Several participants said that they only visited Vietnamese shops 
occasionally as they could get most of what they needed from a mainstream 
supermarket. However, most people described missing the unique tastes of 
Vietnamese street foods that are difficult to recreate with the correct fresh 
ingredients.  
When they discussed the significance of food, most participants referred not 
only to the taste of the food itself, but also to the practice of meeting friends and 
eating outside. The sociality and atmosphere of going out for street food was 
something that they described as being especially evocative of home, and was also 
the most difficult aspect of Vietnamese food culture to recreate in their new 
location. Food is also interwoven with religious practice and ancestor worship in 
Vietnam, and several participants endeavour to obtain foods such as particular fruit 
that is traditionally offered to ancestors and deities. Several of these fruits are 
unavailable in the UK, meaning that participants must adapt their practice to the 
resources and constraints of their London environment. An examination of the role 
 
!
!
!
219!
!
of foods within Tết (Lunar New Year) addresses multiple connections between 
participants’ emotional attachment to the physical embodiments of this festival and 
their absence in the London environment. Tết is an occasion in which a range of 
symbolically significant foods are prepared, offered and consumed, linking people 
not only to their living and deceased relatives, but also to their places of origin and 
national identities (McAllister 2012). The ‘five fruits bowl’ (mâm ngũ qua), which 
is commonly placed on the ancestral altar, symbolises worshippers’ hopes for 
prosperity and good fortune in the new year. Festive rice cakes, traditionally made 
at home but now frequently bought in the market, are given as gifts, and differ in 
particular regions as well as signifying a link with Vietnam as a whole.  
During our interview, Hiền shared a photograph that was taken during the 
last Tết celebration that she spent with her family before leaving Vietnam (Figure 
14). In the centre of the photograph are the bánh chưng, rice cakes from North 
Vietnam that are usually served with giò lụa, a dish of pork sausage that can be seen 
next to the rice cakes in the picture. Hiền recalled how Vietnamese families would 
once spend several days preparing the rice cakes, while most families now buy them 
ready-made in supermarkets. To the left of the picture is a bowl containing pumpkin 
seeds, which are another popular Vietnamese snack. As she described the 
photograph, Hiền recalled the many people who had been celebrating at her family 
home; Tết is traditionally a time for visiting family members and renewing 
relationships with living and deceased relatives. What the photograph cannot show 
(and what Hiền struggled to describe to me) is the unique taste of the sticky 
glutinous rice wrapped in banana leaves. The bánh chưng embody multiple 
connections between home, family and identity, the material and spiritual worlds. 
While most participants find different ways to celebrate Tết with relatives and 
friends in the UK, the absence of foods that are integral to the festival has a 
profound effect on their emotions and increases the sense of separation between the 
worlds of Vietnam and Britain; of home and its absence. 
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Figure 14. Bánh chưng at Tết. Photograph taken by Hiền  
Burrell (2014b) notes that foods which may once have been taken for 
granted become desired and cherished in the new location. Through food, the 
multiple scales of home-making are signified, from the bodily to the interpersonal, 
from the house to the nation and beyond. Examining the significance of food within 
migrant home-making demonstrates the close connections between material and 
emotional dimensions of home. It also underlines the possibilities of change 
inherent in the meaning of objects and possessions. The next section explores the 
ways in which participants’ homes in East London can be understood as spaces of 
connection in which practices, objects and ideas are shared, exchanged and 
reconfigured as part of the process of home-making in contexts of mobility. 
Stretching home: translocal practices, objects and relationships 
Translocal approaches theorise migrant homes as places of connection, not only 
through the movement of people and objects, but also through the exchange of ideas 
as migrants encounter new perspectives and interact with people from a range of 
backgrounds. From this viewpoint, migrant homes are constructed through and 
constitutive of what Brickell (2011) terms ‘translocal cultural imaginaries’: the 
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sharing of ideas and practices across local and national boundaries, as well as 
through literal forms of mobility (Brickell 2011: 32). The domestic spaces of my 
participants are centres of connection between persons, places and ideas. Several 
participants displayed objects or photographs that they had bought or been given on 
visits to various countries, most of which were associated with people, experiences 
and transitions in their lives. Ngọc’s bedroom in Limehouse contained numerous 
objects that had been brought back from her trips to the Netherlands, where her 
sister is currently studying. Ngọc pointed out some wooden clogs and a bowl 
decorated with traditional Dutch images, and noted that the majority of her 
ornaments were bought on similar trips: 
That’s a souvenir from the Netherlands - they have the windmill on it 
and then the bowl is the colour of the flag I think, yeah. I think most of 
the stuff here is souvenirs, for example, like this lavender is from last 
summer when I visited the lavender fields (Ngọc). 
Hang also enjoyed travelling and had visited several European destinations 
since arriving in the UK. The walls of Hang’s bedroom displayed photographs of 
the places she had visited and friends she had made on her trips. Hang also showed 
me a journal that she had kept since she was a teenager, and in which she collected 
the handprints, contact details and messages of people that she had met and become 
friends with on her travels. This notebook was a visual record of Hang’s 
experiences and transitions in her life since leaving her home in Vietnam, and she 
enjoyed looking through the journal and remembering the people and places she had 
encountered. Hang’s photographs and journal are examples of objects that are light 
enough to be transported and carried with people on their journeys, and such objects 
are valued by participants with limited space or temporary migration backgrounds.  
In addition to exploring the domestic possessions that participants have 
brought with them from their homes in Vietnam, my research has revealed the ways 
in which everyday home-making practices are influenced by the sending and 
receiving of objects between Vietnam and the UK. Participants had been sent 
objects relating to food preparation and cooking, items of furniture and home 
decoration, usually obtained from a relative visiting the UK, but sometimes through 
international delivery.  
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Participants had also asked their relatives to send or bring medicines, 
cosmetics, foods, clothes and stationary. Minh told me that Vietnamese people in 
the UK often preferred to obtain medicines from Vietnam, including traditional 
remedies, because they were familiar with these medicines and trusted them to treat 
their symptoms effectively. Western medicines are less familiar and comparatively 
expensive, and Minh remarked that doctors that she had consulted in London were 
either reluctant to prescribe particular medicines or did not prescribe ones that she 
thought appropriate for her condition. Online networks play a major role in 
participants’ sending and receiving practices. Minh showed me posts on the SVUK 
Facebook group in which members were advertising for items to be transported by 
people travelling to or from Vietnam. In addition to the obtaining of particular 
objects, some practices are also part of attempts to circumvent rules on luggage 
allowance and international monetary transfers.  
Ngọc’s mother had been closely involved in furnishing and decorating the 
flat in which Ngọc lived with other Vietnamese students. Ngọc pointed out items in 
her bedroom that had been brought and sent from Vietnam by her mother, including 
a rug and curtains: 
Oh yes, this rug - it’s not my idea, but my mum was like, because of the 
previous people who were living here, she’d actually get down on the 
floor and scrub the carpet twice with a detergent, but she still feels like, 
‘you’re not walking there barefoot’! So she sent me a rug from 
Vietnam, and she said to just lay it down here in case your blanket or 
pillow falls down or so you can walk bare feet inside, just don’t walk 
bare feet in the grey [carpeted] area, and I was just like…okay…but I 
never do it! I leave it out for her though. The previous curtains were 
really thin and I think she didn’t like them either, so basically she 
measured the dimension of the window and the length she wanted, then 
she actually went back to Vietnam and had it custom made (Ngọc). 
Ngọc’s explanation highlights the influence of her mother’s views on her 
home and home-making practices, realised through the sending and transporting of 
items from Vietnam. Whilst finance is undoubtedly a major factor in these decisions 
(as it is often cheaper to bring items from Vietnam than to purchase them in 
London), Vietnamese objects were often seen as more attractively designed and 
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sometimes of superior quality. Ngọc’s narrative also speaks to the ways in which 
her mother is able to maintain her parental role and to remain involved in her 
daughter’s home life despite the distance between them.  
For some participants, it was the absence rather than the presence of certain 
objects and belongings that evoked the strongest sense of home. Sometimes these 
possessions were not items of obvious emotional or material value, but everyday 
objects that had taken on great significance with time and distance. Linh showed me 
an image of a particular form of bolster-like pillow that is popular in Vietnam, on 
which she slept at her parents’ home in Ho Chi Minh City. Linh missed the comfort 
of her favourite pillow, and told me how she wished that she had brought it with 
her, particularly because she was unable to find a similar one on sale in London. 
Apart from its sensory qualities of relaxation and rest, the pillow seemed to be a 
symbol of or focus for the dislocation and homesickness that Linh managed in her 
everyday life in the UK.  
In a context of expanding global communication, migration research is 
increasingly focused upon the ways in which transnational relationships are 
maintained and reconfigured through the technologies of email, mobile phones, 
Skype and social networking (King-O’Riain 2015, Longhurst 2013, Madianou and 
Miller 2012, Ryan et al. 2013). In a study of transnational families in Ireland, King-
O’Riain proposes that using Skype enables families to create spaces of 
‘transconnectivity’ in which they practise multiple forms of belonging over large 
distances (King O’Riain 2015). While, historically, transnational families kept in 
contact using landline telephones and then mobile phone technologies, voice-over 
internet protocols (VoIP) such as Skype are becoming increasingly popular forms of 
communication. Most of my participants use technologies including Skype or 
FaceTime (an equivalent application available through Apple devices) to contact 
their relatives at least once a day. They often combine Skype calls with other forms 
of online communication, such as Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp, which 
allow the user to send instant messages.  
Although most participants use Skype to make discrete calls to specific 
relatives, often doing so at particular times of day or on the same days of the week, 
a minority of people remain connected to Skype for longer periods. These 
participants practise extended periods of communication by leaving their webcam 
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connected while they complete other tasks, sometimes going away from the 
computer altogether and returning later in the day. Tuấn described how he would 
keep Skype ‘on’ and connected to his mother all day, leaving it on in the 
background while he worked. Participants that use Skype in this way described not 
necessarily wanting to have a specific conversation, but to feel an on-going sense of 
connection to their family, home and everyday life in Vietnam.  
King-O’Riain (2015) proposes that the instantaneity of Skype’s audio and 
visual aspects affect emotional relations in ways distinct to previous forms of 
communication. The ability to see and interact with loved ones in real time enables 
migrants to maintain a sense of closeness to their loved ones and a feeling of being 
present in their everyday lives (King-O’Riain 2015: 268). Using technology for on-
going communication also helps migrants to ‘stream’ their emotions, changing the 
experience of migration from one of intense emotional engagements to more 
everyday relationships. From a translocal perspective, these forms of 
communication suggest that transnational families are not ‘emotionally 
disembedded’, but remain connected in localities that are enabled by the increased 
use of Internet technologies (King-O’Riain 2015). 
Whilst objects and practices are a significant aspect of creating a sense of 
home among many participants, other narratives illustrate the ways in which 
concepts of home stretch beyond the physical boundaries of the house. Several 
participants talked about their experiences of home and belonging in relation to the 
neighbourhood or the wider city rather than to the domestic space.  
 
 
!
!
!
225!
!
 
Figure 15. View over the river Thames from Hiền's apartment 
 
For Hiền, the location of her flat on the river Thames was a significant part of why 
she chose to live in the apartment, and was an ever-present reminder of the city (see 
Figure 15): 
I think I like the fact that we have this window looking out to the river, 
to me it’s an expanded part of the flat - we don’t feel that we can only 
be here, we can always walk out there - that’s why I like this flat (Hiền). 
Alongside her aesthetic appreciation of the river view, Hiền’s narrative speaks to a 
sense of freedom and space in being able to access the river and spend time outside, 
rather than feeling confined within the relatively small space of her flat. The close 
proximity of the river made Hiền feel that this environment was also part of her 
home in London, and an important aspect of her experience of living in the city. 
Two other participants, Ngọc and Tuấn, lived in flats on former local authority 
estates in Limehouse and Mile End respectively. Their flats each had views of 
Canary Wharf and the Gherkin: two of London’s most iconic buildings and symbols 
of financial power and wealth (Figure 16). Tuấn described how he chose his flat 
partly because of its view, and liked being surrounded by famous landmarks. Ngọc 
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was interested in the juxtaposition between East London’s high-rise estates, often 
associated with social deprivation, and the towering architecture of the City beyond. 
For several participants, views were a point of connection between their dwelling 
and the city that they had chosen to inhabit, and enabled their experiences of home 
to stretch beyond the boundaries of the house and into the wider city. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has revealed the multi-scalar connections between home, work and the 
city and the translocal connections that exist between these sites in Vietnam and 
East London. It has examined the overlapping realms of home and family, work and 
the city that are assembled within Vietnamese homes, situating this within the 
broader concept of the home (nhà) as a site of connection to other places and 
persons, including living relatives, ancestors and the spirit world. My research 
highlights the significance of tangible and intangible aspects of home for 
participants, whose senses of belonging, comfort and security are found in a diverse 
assemblage of objects, practices and relationships. I have also demonstrated the 
Figure 16. View of the City from Tuan's balcony 
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multiple forms of physical and emotional work that are involved in (re)making 
home in the context of migration (Ahmed et al. 2003). The chapter has also 
examined the extent to which home and work were connected or disconnected in 
the lives of individual participants, exploring how different forms of work may 
enable individuals to feel a sense of home. Some participants felt that their work 
contributed to a sense of connection between their lives in Vietnam and their new 
environment, or facilitated a sense of belonging to a wider community. However, 
other participants did not describe their relationships between home, work and 
migration in positive terms. Several participants viewed their current work as 
necessary for supporting themselves and/or their families, as a way of 
supplementing their income while they progressed in their studies, or as part of a 
longer-term career plan. Most participants were engaged in multiple jobs within and 
outside the home, often as part of personal strategies that responded to demands for 
flexibility in terms of balancing paid and unpaid work alongside their family lives 
and other commitments. This flexibility was not always regarded as a chosen or 
preferred way of working, but as a necessary strategy for securing an income, often 
while studying and maintaining the household. Several participants had to be 
prepared to travel around the city to find work, changing jobs frequently and 
sometimes having little time for other activities. My research therefore highlights 
that while work is often connected to the home in a spatial or economic sense, this 
does not always translate into an emotional connection between work and home 
life. Language, education and immigration status have also emerged as significant 
factors influencing participants’ access to particular forms of work and career 
opportunities. In the next chapter, I examine the close relationships between 
structural aspects of home, such as those influenced by immigration status, and 
emotional and imaginative dimensions of home and belonging. 
Spiritual and religious practice and its associated material cultures have 
emerged as important points of connection between material and immaterial 
elements of home. This is particularly apparent in ancestral altars, which are a focal 
point in the homes of several participants whilst also connecting with a plurality of 
persons, times and spaces beyond the home itself. The display of particular objects 
and offerings for the Buddha and departed relatives is an essential feature of the 
home for several participants, and constructing an altar in their East London 
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dwelling is an important part of feeling settled and secure in their new location. 
However, my research also uncovers the challenges and demands of maintaining 
relationships with the ancestors over time and across transnational space. 
Participants’ narratives express shifting senses of home that are experienced 
differently among different individuals. Whilst for some individuals, home is rooted 
in Vietnam or inseparable from notions of family, others articulate the possibility of 
being at home in more than one place. For most people, it is a combination of 
familiar or cherished objects, everyday practices and a gradually increasing 
familiarity with their new location that has led to them feel a sense of home.  
The next chapter addresses participants’ narratives of future homes, 
mobilities and possibilities of return to Vietnam. It is framed within literature that 
emphasises return migration as part of a broader process of mobility, challenging 
binary oppositions between movement and return. Participants’ discussions of 
future homes and journeys are also located within concepts of homeland (quê 
hương) within Vietnam. The second part of the chapter examines the ways in which 
migrants’ choices of mobility and settlement are penetrated by geopolitical 
structures, exploring the impacts of border security and immigration rhetoric upon 
migrants' senses of home, security and identity. I argue that although participants 
are frequently comfortable with locating their home in more than one place, the 
precarious nature of their immigration status, work and housing presents a major 
threat to the possibility of belonging. 
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Chapter 6 
Returning home? Future homes, mobilities and (im)possibilities of 
belonging 
I think one of the common factors why people come to the UK is that 
maybe they want to turn over a new leaf in their life. Lots of people 
come because they’re war refugees or something happened in their 
country, things like that, or they come here to learn new things (Ty). 
This thesis has identified the complex and diverse relationships between home, 
work and the city in the lives of Vietnamese people in East London. An 
examination of the ways in which participants navigate, learn about and dwell in 
East London has revealed the ways in which they come to identify with and re-
make the city, through which new connections are formed between Vietnam, 
London and other translocally connected sites. Through the sending and receiving 
of domestic goods and cherished possessions, the display and care of spiritual 
objects, and the preparation, sharing and consuming of foods, participants create 
their own senses of continuity, homeliness and belonging. This research situates 
home as a set of continually shifting ideas, emotions, memories and practices that 
may be located in Vietnam, East London, the wider city, or stretched across 
transnational space; senses of home can also be engendered in the pursuit of career 
and educational goals, within families and intimate relationships, and through 
relationships with ancestors and deities. My research has also considered the 
challenges to creating home, security and belonging in the context of mobility, 
including the lifelong impact of losing one’s home in contexts of war and 
displacement and the difficulty of feeling at home in a transient or unstable 
environment.  
The first section of this chapter examines participants’ reflections on their 
future migration plans and possibilities of return to Vietnam. A growing body of 
research addresses the complex material and emotional dimensions of return 
migration, exploring how migrants’ ideas and practices of return are entangled with 
attachments to a ‘homeland’ and questions of belonging and identity (Christou 
2006, Christou and King 2006). Other scholars have pointed out the ways in which 
return might be conceptualised as one aspect of an on-going process of mobility 
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rather than a fixed homecoming or end to a ‘migration cycle’ (Ley and Kobayashi 
2005). I draw upon scholarship which recognises the ambivalent, shifting nature of 
migrants’ ideas of home and belonging, and which acknowledges return as one 
element within a process of ‘continual dialogues and connections’ between the 
locations of departure and migration (Chan and Tran 2014). Participants’ narratives 
are also framed within concepts of home, homeland and return within Vietnam, a 
country in which migration is closely associated with the pursuit of wealth, status 
and success. Vietnamese society, however, also places great emphasis on 
remembering one’s roots and returning to the ‘original homeland’ (quê hương) in 
order to care for the ancestors (Jellema 2007b). This chapter will address how 
participants navigate between these seemingly contradictory principles in the 
context of their migration to East London. 
I also emphasise the ways in which participants’ future homes and 
mobilities are inseparable from the wider power relations that govern migration and 
determine the extent to which individuals are free to move across national borders. 
Participants in this study are positioned within a range of migration statuses that 
influence their migration choices and future plans. While individuals who arrived as 
refugees have since acquired citizenship or long-term leave to remain, younger 
participants occupy more temporary migration statuses that impact upon their 
choices of mobility, settlement and return. The second section of the chapter 
explores geopolitical aspects of home in more detail, connecting an analytical focus 
on home as material, imaginative and emotional with contemporary understandings 
of relationships between home and power relations. Geopolitical perspectives 
theorise the multiple ways that power operates in, through and from the home 
(Brickell 2014, 2012b). This framework enables an understanding of the ways in 
which structures of power can intrude upon the home, challenging assumptions 
about the home as a private space of refuge. In particular, I consider the impacts of 
current border security policies and their accompanied rhetoric upon participants’ 
senses of home and belonging, alongside the everyday challenges of living in a 
temporary, sometimes unstable work and housing environment. I argue that, whilst 
some participants are comfortable with locating home in more than one place, the 
precarity of their migration status presents a significant threat to the possibility of 
belonging in the UK. 
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Where is home? Future migration plans and possibilities of return 
The diverse future plans amongst my participants reflect their individual 
circumstances of migration as well as their education and career trajectories, 
citizenship status, and personal attachments to Vietnam, London or other places. 
Whilst participants’ plans for where they might live and work in the future were 
individual and not easily generalised, some similarities could be observed in terms 
of their migration status, the age at which they arrived in the UK and their length of 
residence in London. In general, participants who arrived as children and as 
refugees felt a strong sense of attachment to places within the UK, and perceived 
their home to be located in East London, in the wider city or in relation to the 
country as a whole. Son, who arrived at the age of eleven as a refugee, had visited 
Vietnam several times as an adult and had a strong sense of his Vietnamese identity, 
but did not perceive Vietnam as home: 
When I go back [to Vietnam] I’m more like a tourist now, I mean, most 
of the family are in the South - I go there and visit my auntie, I stay 
there and then I start to travel. If we didn’t leave the country I’d 
probably have ended up as a pig farmer or something, but because I left, 
I come back like a Westerner, I stay in a hotel, go on tours, I look at the 
country from a Western point of view. I sometimes get mistaken for a 
Chinese or Korean, as well, they don’t think I’m Vietnamese, I’m very 
fair skinned, so yeah, I’m more like a tourist when I go back than a 
local Vietnamese (Son). 
Son’s reflections upon visiting Vietnam emphasise his sense of difference from the 
members of his family who were left behind, and articulate his recognition of the 
contrasts between his original home and the place that he has called ‘home’ since 
leaving Vietnam as a refugee. Son’s sense of being ‘like a tourist’ captures his 
response to the widespread structural changes that have taken place in Vietnam 
since he left in 1979. Vietnam has undergone a transition from a communist state 
recovering from war into a post-socialist nation with a rapidly developing economy, 
resulting in a profoundly different country from the place that Son left behind (Chan 
and Tran 2011). A growing body of work explores the complex decision-making 
processes and emotions that are involved in return migration (Christou 2006, King 
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and Christou 2011, Oeppen 2012, Teo 2011). Many of these studies focus on 
different sites and scales of attachment to particular places, drawing upon these 
connections to examine how migrants maintain or recreate senses of belonging (or 
not belonging) within a homeland (Brah 1996, Christou 2006, Duval 2004). Several 
scholars have explored how the realities of return can disrupt migrants’ imaginings 
of return to the ‘ancestral homeland’ as migrants may experience disappointment, 
unfamiliarity with places that they used to inhabit, or a sense of being an outsider in 
their ‘home’ country (Christou 2006, Oeppen 2012, Teo 2011). Other research 
focuses on the significance of the city rather than the national homeland within 
processes of diasporic return (Christou and King 2006, Blunt et al. 2013a). In 
research on the return migration of second-generation Greek-Americans to Athens, 
Christou and King (2006) examine how the city of Athens complicated migrants’ 
experiences of return, particularly as the presence of other migrants challenged their 
ideas of returning to an ‘authentic’ Greek homeland (Christou and King 2006). For 
some migrants, return can engender a further sense of exile as they struggle to come 
to terms with physical and societal changes in the homeland (Christou and King 
2006, Oeppen 2012). However, Son’s sense of difference from Vietnam had not 
prevented him from considering longer-term plans to return there in the future, 
either permanently or on a short-term but regular basis: 
When I retire, probably, if I can afford it I’ll probably buy a home there 
and spend maybe six months there, to avoid the winter, start going back 
in September when it starts getting into autumn or something, until like, 
I don’t know, spring or summer. If I can afford it, I’d have two homes 
and just go back and forth, that would be nice, yeah (Son). 
Son’s aspirations to retire to Vietnam demonstrate the role of return visits in 
enabling migrants to reflect upon what and where ‘home’ is, as well as where it 
might be located in the future. In an ethnography of Afghans returning to visit 
Kabul from the United States, Oeppen (2012) discusses the ways in which return 
visits offer migrants the opportunity to clarify where they may want their home to 
be. In some cases, returning results in a ‘reality check’ that may contrast sharply 
with migrants’ idealised memories of the homeland that they had left, leading them 
to re-evaluate their ideas of home (Oeppen 2012: 271). Son’s openness to the 
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possibility of having ‘two homes’ also speaks to relationships between 
transnationalism, return migration and home. Conceptualising return visits as a 
transnational activity highlights the ways in which return migration can be 
understood as part of a process of identity construction, decision making and 
dialogue with the ‘homeland’. In research among migrants from the Caribbean in 
Toronto, Duval (2004) frames their return visits as part of on-going transnational 
activity that enables migrants to maintain social, emotional and financial 
connections with the homeland, suggesting that these practices are directed towards 
a final return to the country of origin. However, other theorists view return visits not 
only as preparations for a permanent return, but as part of continual mobility 
between places within a transnational social field, recognising the ways in which 
different places may become significant for various reasons and at different stages 
of the life course (Carling and Erdal 2014, Ley and Kobayashi 2005). A focus on 
return migration as part of transnationalism allows for the possibility that migrants 
may feel at home in multiple places and that their senses of home may change over 
time. This transnational framework underlines return migration as a spatial and 
temporal process that is linked to life course transitions and personal identities.  
Whilst Son’s narrative allowed for the possibility of multiple and 
simultaneous homes in different places, Uyen, who also arrived as a refugee in her 
early childhood, expressed a stronger sense of attachment to Hackney as home. 
Uyen arrived at the age of five, which may have reflected her stronger sense of 
distance from Vietnam and her clear association of home with the place in which 
she grew up. The senses of continuity, familiarity and belonging that Uyen felt in 
Hackney were particularly important to her. Although she had visited Vietnam as an 
adult, she could not imagine living there on a long-term basis. Uyen’s narrative 
reflects on the temporality of home and the shifting meanings that the concept holds 
for her: 
Over the years of course, home becomes a different thing. I couldn’t 
imagine living there, because I’ve always lived here and I’m used to the 
way of being here. Like the climate [in Vietnam] for instance. I just 
can’t bear the heat and the humidity, and sometimes, you know, the 
mentality of the people as well, just – it’s a completely different way of 
life, and growing up here, you just, like, I catch myself when I travel, 
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acting really British [laughs], like, queuing up, and when people push in 
front of me I don’t like it, but you know, nobody queues up in the rest 
of the world (Uyen). 
Uyen’s reflections also capture the ways in which home can be thought of as 
part of ‘being-in-the-world’: a relationship between the person and the environment 
that is felt and embodied as well as imagined or remembered. Uyen described the 
powerful effects of her first visit to Vietnam on her senses of home and her need to 
feel connected to her heritage, particularly because of the traumatic circumstances 
in which she had to leave: 
I think because home has so many meanings, I did feel, like, a huge 
sense of belonging and a sense of finding my roots, or feeling rooted to 
the ground, because when we left and I was five, it was so traumatic to 
leave your family and so I really hold on to those memories because 
they’re so powerful, because it’s such a huge step in your life. Whereas 
other people who don’t really leave, they might forget lots of things 
about their childhood, but because I really held onto them, growing up, 
thinking ‘oh, that was the home that I left’, then going back there, it felt 
like, you know, that you go back to something where you once were, 
where you belong, where you come from (Uyen). 
Questions of home and return are complex and challenging for all migrants, and 
particularly so for those who have experienced displacement or exile. Having to 
leave Vietnam suddenly and in difficult circumstances had made Uyen’s memories 
of her childhood home particularly vivid and powerful. Uyen’s narrative suggests 
that she had clung on tightly to her memories of home as a way of preserving that 
part of her history and identity. Whilst Uyen described having strong memories of 
her home in Vietnam, she had very few recollections of the journey to Hong Kong 
or the time that she spent in a refugee camp. She speculated that the traumatic 
nature of these experiences may have led to a conscious or non-conscious attempt to 
forget them, whilst holding onto the positive memories of her Vietnamese home. 
Return migration must also be situated within the context of ideologies and 
official discourses in the country of origin. In the case of Vietnam, Việt Kiều 
(overseas Vietnamese) were once perceived as collaborators with overseas forces in 
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opposition to the Vietnamese government, and were portrayed as a threat to the 
Vietnamese nation (Chan and Tran 2011). Studies of some of the first refugees to 
return reported returnees’ experiences of being followed by police, their fears of 
surveillance and potential state violence (Long 2004, cited in Chan and Tran 2011). 
Since the late 1990s, however, official attitudes towards Việt Kiều have warmed 
considerably, particularly as the government became aware of their value as 
economic contributors through remittances and other investments (Jellema 2007, 
Chan and Tran 2011). The Vietnamese government has since projected positive 
messages encouraging Việt Kiều to return to the homeland and contribute to the 
nation. In 2004, the government announced Resolution 36, legislation that officially 
welcomed overseas Vietnamese back to the homeland. This Resolution stated that 
‘by considering the overseas Vietnamese an inseparable part of the community of 
Vietnamese nationality, the Party, the State and the Government of Vietnam have 
adopted open policies and measures to facilitate their return for visiting families, 
doing business, and developing cooperation in science, technology, art and culture’ 
(quoted in Chan and Tran 2011: 1105). Since the announcement of the Resolution, 
the Vietnamese government has offered further incentives to Việt Kiều, including 
exclusive access to property markets, favourable business conditions and visa 
exemptions. Several participants who came to the UK as refugees were aware of the 
discourses encouraging overseas Vietnamese to return home, but most of those that 
I interviewed were unsure about the reality of these promises. Son’s narrative 
expressed scepticism towards the reality of Vietnam’s welcoming policies: 
Yeah, I mean, you hear about it more than you see it, I mean they say 
‘open door policy’ for people to come back and invest, and Vietnam’s 
growing, you hear it, you read about it, but when you go back and you 
see, there’s still a lot of poor people - you get extreme poverty, to very 
well-off people with even more than what we have here. I mean, you 
see that when you travel, you see a lot of people, like, a family asking 
you for money, or see a lot of begging in the streets and stuff like that, 
or you see very wealthy people, it’s very big divisions in Vietnam 
(Son). 
Vietnamese traditions of ancestor worship place great emphasis on returning 
to the ‘original homeland’ (quê hương) in order to venerate the ancestors. 
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Vietnamese people are called upon to ‘return to origins’ (về nguồn), particularly 
during the period of Tết (Lunar New Year), when family members travel to their 
ancestors’ villages to tend to their graves and make offerings. A famous Vietnamese 
proverb captures the emphasis on remembering one’s roots, and is translated to: 
‘when you drink from the stream, remember the source’ (Jellema 2007b: 63). 
Practices of ancestor worship are constructed as rituals of return that have become 
particularly significant in an era of increased migration and separation in 
contemporary Vietnam. Jellema (2007b) describes ancestor worship as ‘a site of 
constructive dialogue between the state and society’, and proposes that the revival 
of ancestor worship in Vietnam is linked with the country’s changing socio-
economic position. Whilst ancestor worship rituals were once suppressed by the 
Vietnamese state, the government has increasingly begun to endorse these practices 
and now calls upon Vietnamese citizens to return to the homeland during festive 
periods. Relationships between mobility and return have therefore become 
reconciled within a flexible ‘coming and going’ relationship with the nation: 
Not only the dead but also the living are urged to come home, to về quê 
[return to the homeland]. To về quê for rituals is the ultimate act of filial 
devotion, at once expected and demanded, forced and desired. 
However, the unmarked corollary to the going back must certainly be 
the going away, and thus buried within the trope of return and all its 
nationalistic implications, we discover, unexpectedly, hidden sanction 
for mobility…The disciplining về [to come back home] contains within 
it the liberating đi [to go out] and therein the possibility of a Vietnamese 
nationalism compatible with individual ambition and a global outlook 
(Jellema 2007b: 58). 
Whilst returning home is closely linked with caring for and venerating the 
ancestors, beliefs in filial obedience and respect urge Vietnamese people to ‘live 
under a shadow of deep gratitude towards their ancestors’ wherever they are in the 
world (Jellema 2007b: 75). This demonstrates why the maintenance of relationships 
with the ancestors remains important to most of my participants after their 
migration, and highlights the complex relationships between home and mobility, 
presence and absence. However, the legacy of the Vietnam conflict and political 
divisions within the diaspora have led some Việt Kiều to remain fearful of returning. 
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For Vũ, who experienced persecution by the Communist state before escaping 
Vietnam, his continued opposition to the government made him fearful of returning 
even for a short visit despite longing to see his homeland and family: 
In Vietnam are my relatives and the country - both I miss very much. I 
want to go back to see the way of life I used to live there, and a lot of 
friends still live over there. But under Communist regimes, many years 
under Communism, they make the lives very hard - the people’s 
character, I think it’s totally changed. Also, in the past I often organised 
demonstrations against the Communists in front of the Vietnamese 
Embassy - each time they used a camera to record it, so that’s why in 
over thirty years I’ve never been back (Vũ). 
Whilst returning to the homeland (however temporarily) is viewed as a 
symbol of respect for living and deceased relatives and as an affirmation of 
belonging to the nation, migration is associated with collective as well as individual 
ambition, whether in the form of financial remittances, academic achievement or 
the promise of support for the family ‘back home’ through a successful career 
overseas. Amongst my younger participants and those who came to the UK to 
study, ideas of achievement, career goals and supporting their family were 
prominent in their discussions of where they might live in the future. Compared 
with those who came as refugees or who had longer periods of residence in the UK, 
younger participants had relatively few definite migration plans and most were 
uncertain about when they might return to Vietnam, if at all. For several participants 
who came as students, furthering their career was a significant motivation for 
migrating and they were prepared to consider frequent international moves in the 
pursuit of it, as Hiền explained: 
I don’t really have any plan right now. I mean, I love London, I like it, 
but I don’t imagine myself being here and working here, so I don’t think 
I would stay in London, but another city in Europe, even America 
maybe…I am interested in human rights in South East Asia, so that 
would be ideal…(Hiền). 
Phương, who studied finance and management, hoped to secure a graduate 
job within a British banking company, but was aware of the challenges of the job 
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market and was prepared to consider returning to Vietnam if she had not secured 
employment after one year:  
I’m not sure…I’m already applying to some companies - if I have the 
chance I will stay here, but if not, I will come back to Vietnam. My 
parents want me to come back because they think it’s much better for 
me to work in Vietnam, you know, the same culture, same kinds of 
working environment, something like that (Phương). 
Hang was interested in working in non-governmental organisations and was 
highly aware of the competition for jobs in the third sector in the UK. The legal 
requirement for a company to sponsor a working visa often puts non-EU applicants 
at an immediate disadvantage. In Hang’s narrative, her proposed moves to Denmark 
or to Belgium were discussed not only in terms of the job market and immigration 
requirements, but also in regard to her perceptions of their social security and 
welfare systems: 
What I know about Denmark is really good, like its social welfare, the 
health care and social system, and people are really relaxed. I find small 
countries, they are more relaxed and there is less stress because all the 
people compete with each other less…I was in Brussels and I think 
everything is better taken care of in small countries because they have 
more chance to do that. So yeah, if I can I would like to experience 
living in some other European countries because when I was travelling I 
felt like it’s more European, it’s more social and it’s kind of less 
materialistic compared to the UK…but yeah, I think I’ll just apply to a 
few places and see if I get anything because the situation is harder now 
even for Europeans, so as a Vietnamese national, I try but I don’t want 
to keep my hopes too high. I mean, it’s good to be hopeful but I want to 
be realistic as well, so I don’t want to be stressed if I don’t get anything 
(Hang). 
For Ty, who had experienced the downgrading of his university’s 
sponsorship status and two moves to different colleges so that he could continue his 
studies in the UK, his ambitions of finding a successful career had been affected by 
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a sense of disillusionment and uncertainty. Ty summed up his feelings by saying, ‘if 
you find me a job that can earn a decent life, I’ll go everywhere’.  
Participants’ plans and aspirations were strongly influenced by the hopes 
and expectations of their families, who had often spent significant sums of money 
on their children’s overseas education. Examining the multi-layered nature of 
achievement in contemporary Vietnam, Bayly (2013) situates ideas of achievement 
within Vietnam’s transition from a socialist state to a ‘globalised market-economy 
achiever nation’. While official narratives still endorse the country’s revolutionary 
past, prominent discourses also portray Vietnam as a model of progress in the 
global knowledge economy (Bayly 2013: 167). Dominant narratives promote ideas 
of learning, enlightenment and the pursuit of a văn minh (‘civilised’) society. Target 
setting, league tables and the ranking of ability are common from early childhood, 
placing multiple pressures upon children, parents and other members of the 
household. Such a strong emphasis upon the measurement of success has led to 
public concerns surrounding the risk of ‘achievement disease’ (bệnh thành tích), in 
which an obsession with achievement is linked with various mental and physical 
disorders, as well as corrupt practices such as bribing officials in order to achieve 
particular examination results (Bayly 2013: 168).  
Vietnamese discourses of achievement encompass the self, the family, the 
nation and the spirit world. Several participants described how they would seek 
guidance and help from their ancestors as part of their preparations for an important 
event such as sitting an exam or moving overseas. Whilst concepts of achievement 
appear to be inseparable from home, family and nation, international migration and 
studying in the West are also closely associated with discourses of achievement and 
good fortune in Vietnam. The valorisation of migration is linked with Vietnam’s 
long-standing emphasis on educational achievement, and is also viewed as part of 
the nation’s entry into the global economy (Bayly 2013). The prospect of an 
overseas education is accompanied by expectations that the young person will 
secure a high-paying job upon graduating, providing financial and social capital to 
the extended family. Some of my participants discussed their hopes of eventually 
bringing their parents or spouses to settle in the UK. The migration of individual 
family members may therefore be understood as part of a collective strategy for the 
economic or social advancement of the whole family (Yeoh et al. 2005).  
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Participants’ awareness of the investment in their education and their 
obligations to the family are intertwined with their individual aspirations, but may 
also contradict them, particularly as their personal goals frequently change during 
the course of their migration experience. Hang described how her mother reacted 
with anxiety when Hang chose to study media at university. The prestige attached to 
quantitative subjects within Vietnam led Hang’s mother to worry that her daughter 
would be unable to secure a career with an arts-related degree. Hang described the 
overlapping pressures that are placed upon young people who migrate from 
Vietnam, as they negotiate between contemporary ideas of achievement and 
traditional obligations to care for their family ‘back home’. She explained: ‘there is 
pressure to finish your studies, to get a job, to get married young and look after your 
own family as well as your parents’. In the course of my engagement with 
participants, it became clear that these discourses of achievement were closely 
related to their decision-making processes regarding whether to stay in the UK, to 
move to a third destination or return to Vietnam. Their plans were intertwined with 
perceptions of success and failure, and several participants expressed concerns 
about returning to Vietnam without being viewed as successful in their career or 
education.  
In a study of Chinese migrants in Canada, Teo (2011) discusses migrants’ 
desire to yijinhuanxiang, or to ‘return to their hometown in silken robes’. Teo notes 
that according to one migrant, this means that ‘you only dare to go back to your 
hometown when you are grand or rich. You will have more face among your kin 
and relatives’ (quoted in Teo 2011: 813). Migrants express concerns about re-
establishing their relationships and former status, as well as fears of feeling like an 
outsider in the community. Participants’ decisions and aspirations regarding their 
future homes are strongly influenced by the experiences and opinions of friends and 
family members who have visited or migrated to other countries, alongside their 
own awareness about particular nations. Minh explained that, while she would 
prefer to stay in the UK on a long-term basis, advice from her friends led her to 
consider moving to Australia. Minh’s reasons for thinking about settling in 
Australia included the presence of an established Vietnamese diaspora, as well as 
perceptions of a higher standard of living:  
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I think I want to live in London, in UK, although my friends advise me 
that I should think about Australia. Yeah, because in Australia there are 
a big Vietnamese community there, and it would be easier for us. And 
something we are very excited about is that for £100,000 here we can 
have just a small house, but in Australia we can have a big house with 
big yard, big garden, something like that (Minh). 
Most of my younger participants’ future migration plans were changeable, 
uncertain and ambivalent rather than definite or fully formed. However, others had 
relatively firm ideas of where they would be in five years’ time, as well as a range 
of options that they would consider if their first choices were not available to them. 
Ty’s narrative contained references to ideas of fate and fortune, in which an 
individual’s future is seen as being influenced by supernatural forces outside of 
their control, as well as personal calculations of success in which individuals have 
more agency. He described the latter in terms of a pragmatic decision that students 
draw upon in order to plan their futures:  
A lot of the students, when they come here they do a calculation, like, if 
they’re not very brilliant in academic stuff, they’re going to finish with 
a second, upper second or merit degree, but the money they saved when 
they’re working, it gives them a little, like, investment back home, to do 
something – in Vietnam we say that if you fail in one thing, you’re 
supposed to get something in the other way (Ty). 
Hang’s narrative captures a sense of her highly detailed, constantly shifting 
plans and the rationales behind them, addressing longer-term considerations in 
regard to relationships and plans for her own family, as well as her education and 
career ambitions: 
I think if I can’t get a job in Europe, I would go back [to Vietnam] to 
work for a few years, but I think I would want to go back to Europe, 
maybe for Master’s studies and future jobs, and yeah, like if I think 
about long term, like having kids and stuff, I wouldn’t want to have kids 
in Vietnam because the health care is bad, education is not that good. I 
mean, there are good schools, but still, social sciences subjects are not 
taught well. There are international schools that you can send your kid 
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to but then it is very expensive, so yeah, I would see myself more in 
Europe. And I think if I try hard I can be good enough to get a job here 
or in Europe, or study, I can go to a better school for Master’s and then 
go from there (Hang). 
Hang’s long-term plans encompassed her concerns about the current political 
situation in Vietnam alongside her career and family-oriented goals. Whilst younger 
participants were often reluctant to discuss sensitive issues such as freedom of 
speech and human rights violations, they did make frequent comparisons between 
education and living standards in Vietnam and those of European countries. 
Becoming familiar with systems of education, welfare and governance in Britain led 
some individuals to question whether they wanted to return to Vietnam on a 
permanent basis. These factors are particularly important to Ty, who is in a 
relationship with a British man. Ty described the differences in acceptance of 
homosexuality between Vietnam and the UK, and noted that some of the 
particularly conservative attitudes in Vietnam would have a negative impact upon 
his relationship and everyday life. He valued the sense of freedom and acceptance 
that he experienced in London:  
In Vietnam, like, as long as you don’t make a fuss…nobody’s going to 
care about you, but the social acceptance is quite difficult, like, it’s like 
a mind-set – the people in the North, they’re more narrow-minded, 
they’re more like, conservative one, like in here, but people in the 
South, they’re more liberal, like, so in the South you can be free and 
holding hands and things, they’re not going to throw stones at you, but 
in the North they’re going to, like, use offensive words on you…one 
reason I go to the UK is because I am happily ever after here (Ty). 
Whilst participants often discussed their migration plans in abstract terms 
rather than definite or immediate decisions, their awareness of the possible 
outcomes of staying or returning exerted a powerful influence upon their everyday 
lives. Research among migrant communities reveals that the continuous deliberation 
over perceived positive and negative aspects of migration and return can lead to a 
‘constant battle’ between leaving and staying (Teo 2011: 813). For some of my 
participants, this internal conflict was manifest in expressions of indecision, anxiety 
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about the future and constant comparison between the opportunities available to 
them in Europe, Vietnam and elsewhere. Other participants adopted what Teo 
(2011) describes as a ‘wait and see’ approach, in which they gradually developed an 
acceptance of uncertainty or avoided thinking about the future as a way of reducing 
their anxiety. Whilst some of my participants did not articulate the future as a 
source of stress, it is clear that the continuous assessment of reasons to stay, to 
move or to return strongly influenced their everyday lives in the present. 
Participants’ discussions of their future migration plans in terms of social mobility 
align with research on other migrant groups, including Polish migrants in the UK 
(Burrell 2006, Szewczyk 2013). In a study of Polish graduates in the UK, Szewczyk 
(2013) examines the ways in which migration influences graduates’ career goals 
and personal aspirations. Szewczyk argues that migration is frequently a first step 
within individuals’ life trajectories, proposing the concept of ‘stepping-stone 
migration’ to describe the transitional process of migration and how it is embedded 
within the individual life course (Szewczyk 2013: ii). Migration can be understood 
as a process of ‘continuous life learning’ that relates to ideas of achievement and 
self-development in the ongoing pursuit of a fulfilling life (Szewczyk 2013: 
233).Theorising migration as a process of self-development enables it to be 
considered as a dynamic, flexible and strategic decision that can change throughout 
the life course rather than a fixed or unchangeable act that is outside of the 
migrants’ control. However, while this perspective emphasises the agency of the 
individual migrant, it is also important to reflect upon the ways in which this agency 
is shaped and constrained, whether by influences within the individual’s personal 
network or by structural forces that affect the extent to which migrants can move 
and settle in particular locations. Both mobility and home are closely related to 
circumstances of migration and to immigration status. In contrast to migrants who 
are EU citizens, Vietnamese migrants who do not have British citizenship are 
subject to immigration policies that determine who can enter the UK and who can 
remain.  
Navigating the procedures and demands of immigration security makes it 
extremely difficult for migrant individuals to engage in personal relationships, to 
progress in their career, to feel part of a wider community and to plan for the future. 
It also has a significant impact on their constructions of home. Research has 
 
!
!
!
244!
!
identified the ways in which refugees can experience a ‘double displacement,’ in 
which the home is lost both temporally and spatially and is no longer experienced in 
the present (Kabachnik et al. 2010). Conversely, the on-going challenges of 
navigating the immigration regime may render it difficult or impossible for 
migrants to conceive of a long-term and secure future home. In this sense, future 
homes may be imagined ‘as a project or as an aspiration, an ardent ambition rather 
than a universally available and securely defined space’ (Schröder 2006, cited in 
Brickell 2011: 231).  
These challenges to home are not limited to those who have undergone 
particularly traumatic displacements, but are experienced by several of the student 
participants in my study. My research also emphasises that return migration is not a 
linear process of ‘going home’ (Hammond 1999, Oeppen 2012). In the same way 
that home has been conceptualised as a multi-faceted spatial imaginary (Blunt and 
Dowling 2006), return can be understood as part of processes of self-discovery, 
identity construction and dialogue with the homeland (Bolognani 2007, Graham and 
Kosravi 1997). It can also represent a pragmatic decision based on perceived 
financial, cultural or social advantage (Ley and Kobayashi 2005, Oeppen 2012, Teo 
2011). Returning to Vietnam is one prospect among multiple migration possibilities, 
all of which involve complex relationships between personal, collective, emotional 
and financial considerations, and are temporal as well as spatial processes.  
The second section of this chapter highlights the ways in which participants’ 
choices in regard to mobility and return are made within the context of wider 
structures of power. Among participants who hold a temporary or insecure 
immigration status, decisions regarding where their future homes might be located 
are intertwined with state mechanisms that govern migration and who is granted the 
freedom to move and settle in the UK. Drawing upon literature on precarity and the 
geopolitics of home, I argue that the possibilities of establishing a long-term home 
and sense of belonging are directly related to the ways in which people are 
categorised in terms of their immigration status. 
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Uncertainty, precarity and identity: between ‘student’ and ‘migrant’ 
My research has identified the ways in which participants navigate and come to 
know the city, as well as the material, emotional and spiritual elements that they 
draw upon in remaking a sense of home in East London that remains connected to 
Vietnam. However, an examination of participants’ plans, hopes and aspirations 
also illuminates the impact of uncertainty about their future upon their everyday 
lives, identities and senses of belonging. Participants who have migrated to study 
occupy a particular position in what has been termed the ‘education-migration 
nexus’: policy frameworks that connect the mobility of international students with 
flows of skilled migration in neoliberal economies (Robertson and Runganaikaloo 
2014).  
In the case of the UK, immigration policies take place within the context of 
an ageing population, skills shortages in particular areas of the labour market, and 
the development of free movement policies within the European Union. Like other 
neoliberal western economies, the UK’s immigration regime has undergone a shift 
from permanent settlement and family reunification towards an emphasis on a 
flexible migrant labour force that is targeted at filling gaps in the labour market 
(Flynn 2005, cited in Geddie 2015). The UK, along with Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada, has adopted a points-based system in which migrants are assessed and 
selected on the basis of their skills and qualifications, but also in terms of their 
language fluency, their perceived ability to integrate into the host society and on 
biological factors including age and health, all of which are evaluated in relation to 
ideas of their ‘desirability’ as workers (Robertson and Runganakailoo 2014). These 
factors have influenced policies that are designed to allow international students to 
transition into the labour market. International students have been viewed as 
particularly desirable because of their qualifications, English language skills and the 
fact that they have already undergone a period of living in the UK.  
However, despite increasing competition among higher education 
institutions to attract international students, those in the UK have been affected by 
major policy changes that have taken place in the context of economic crisis and 
negative discourses surrounding immigration that are prevalent within the 
mainstream media. Immigration is increasingly framed as a threat to the national 
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security and economy of the UK by the Conservative government, who have 
pledged to reduce net migration ‘to the tens of thousands’ (Travis 2011, cited in 
Geddie 2014). Despite acknowledging the value of the funding, skills and 
qualifications that they contribute to the UK economy, international students have 
been included within net migration reduction targets and have been affected by 
increasingly strict border security policies.  
In 2012, the UK Border Agency suspended London Metropolitan 
University’s status as a ‘highly trusted sponsor’ of international students, after 
identifying significant breaches of immigration controls. This initiated a wider and 
on-going crackdown on private higher education institutions (The Guardian 2012). 
At London Metropolitan University alone, around two thousand international 
students were no longer allowed to start or to continue their courses and faced 
removal from the UK if they were unable to secure a place at another institution 
within sixty days. Additionally, the Tier 1 (Post-Study Work) visa, which allowed 
non-EU graduates to remain in the UK for a further two years to gain work 
experience, was closed in 2012 as part of the government’s aim to reduce net 
migration. Reports on student mobility have registered concern at the declining 
numbers of non-EU students applying to study in the UK, warning that the 
government’s stance on immigration risks damaging the country’s reputation as an 
attractive destination for international students (Universities UK Report: 2015). My 
research highlights how the framing of immigration and its policy outcomes impact 
upon the everyday lives and aspirations of Vietnamese students in the UK, 
particularly as they transition from ‘student’ to ‘migrant’ status. Participants’ 
experiences of navigating the constantly changing immigration regulations 
illuminate the ways in which geopolitical structures interact with participants’ 
senses of identity and influence their ideas and practices of home and belonging. 
Whilst international students are frequently represented as part of the ‘transnational 
elite’ who can move freely around the world in the pursuit of their education and 
career, the reality of experiences amongst my participants suggests that a more 
nuanced understanding of the positioning of non-EU students is required. 
Participants in this study express a sense of being caught between 
constructions of privilege and marginality, expectations of success and fear of 
failure. Whilst their journeys of migration may begin with a sense of aspiration and 
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adventure, the reality of their positioning in the current political climate has a 
powerful effect on their self-esteem and identity. Whilst these obstacles present 
significant challenges to developing a sense of home or belonging, participants also 
demonstrate agency and resourcefulness in the strategies that they develop to 
navigate the immigration system and to cope with its impacts on their everyday 
lives. Ty described how the experience of having to change colleges when his 
university lost its sponsorship licence had influenced the direction of his education 
and career. In studying to become a chartered accountant rather than pursuing his 
original degree in Business Administration, Ty had chosen a qualification that could 
be studied in multiple institutions and is respected in different countries. This 
decision was directly related to the fear of other colleges in London being closed 
down by the immigration authorities. Ty must now pass a number of exams over the 
next two years which will qualify him to work as an accountant, also providing 
another route towards settlement in the UK:  
I started thinking about ACCA [Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants] because I thought, ok, if the school closes, the 
association’s still there, so I just sit the exam and go to another school 
and tuition provider, London School of Business and Finance - luckily I 
didn’t study my BA with them, because they are crap as well! They just 
got their license suspended, last month, with another 46 schools and 
educational things like that. For ACCA, they’ve got an open source of 
knowledge, so every school can provide tuition in their way to make 
you pass the exam and their price is not so different (Ty). 
Ty described the strategy that he devised in order to protect his education 
and increase his chances of being able to stay in the UK on a long-term basis. When 
his studies were jeopardised by the suspension of his institution’s sponsorship 
status, Ty and his family consulted lawyers who advised him of the available 
options, enabling him to change institution and stay in the UK. Ty had gained 
extensive knowledge of the immigration system and how to navigate its processes, 
helping him to feel more in control of his future. However, Ty also described how 
his response to the crisis had been influenced by his spiritual beliefs: 
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I was lucky. But, like, in Asia, we believe that we’re fated. Like, you’re 
not lucky because you’re connected somehow, in some way you don’t 
know. I really believe that. Because before my school closed down, 
there’s always something that troubled me, something I wanted to tell 
but I didn’t know till it happened. Your instinct tells you, but you don’t 
know what to do with that. That’s why like, maybe because of the fact 
that I’ve been through lots of like…scams, like with my school, and 
accounting is the last thing in the world that is right and wrong – when I 
go to study business administration, you become just business admin, 
that’s the level that you get to. But with accounting, you can do a lot 
more things. (Ty). 
Linh’s narrative describes the challenges of finding employment, the 
difficulty of being financially dependent on her parents and the uncomfortable 
realisation that she might actually have more career options if she returned to 
Vietnam: 
It’s not easy for an older person like me. I worked for five years [in 
Vietnam] and I have to come back to student life – it’s not easy at all. 
That you get sponsored by your parents again, and you go to school and 
you study what you have known, because I have a Master’s degree 
already, you know? So it’s not easy. I even think that most of what I 
learnt at King’s, I have from my first Master’s degree already, so…I 
feel it’s a big problem here. Now I have graduated, I think that the 
biggest problem for me is that if I go back to Vietnam now, and I have 
the degree from King’s, with my network I will get many offers. And 
even before I went to UK, a CEO told me that ‘when you come back, 
work for me’. So if I go back to Vietnam, I will find my place very 
easy, and I can afford myself easily, but here in UK, it doesn’t mean 
that you will get a job immediately, and even if there’s a job, I have to 
find it. In Vietnam, if I come back they will come and find me and offer 
me that, you know? And even if I work for that company, they could be 
my friends and network before, so it’s very easy for me to work with 
them. Also, if I stay here, I have to think about how to get a mortgage… 
so I don’t know what to do (Linh). 
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In a study of international students in Australia, Robertson and 
Runganaikaloo (2014) describe the demands of the immigration regime as a source 
of stress and anxiety for students, particularly as they come to the end of their 
studies and are positioned as ‘migrants’ rather than ‘students’. This transition 
fundamentally changes the nature of their relationship with the state. Whilst 
international students may have been welcomed as contributors to the economy, 
being re-categorised as a migrant transforms this relationship into one of suspicion, 
surveillance and insecurity: 
This is a space in which they have to ‘prove’ their right to belong through 
the accruement of various types of capital and the performance of a 
particular kind of migrant subjectivity. At the same time, while living 
with ‘precarity’, student-migrants are still engaged with the same 
processes of settlement as other migrants: building networks, making 
friends, working, paying taxes and starting to feel at home (Robertson 
and Runganaikaloo 2014: 212). 
Many international students will have lived in the country for several years 
during their studies and will have developed their own senses of attachment, home 
and belonging. For those who hope to settle on a long-term basis, the uncertainty of 
being on a temporary visa and the knowledge that they may have to uproot 
themselves (and sometimes their families) and return to their countries of origin 
leads to a sense of ‘living in limbo’ (Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2014: 214). This 
experience is visible in the narratives of several participants in this study. Since the 
abolition of the Tier 1 (Post-Study Work) visa, non-EU students must negotiate 
more complex and demanding requirements if they hope to stay in the UK. Whilst 
they previously had up to two years to find work after their graduation, they must 
now secure a ‘graduate-level’ job paying £24,000 and be sponsored by their 
employer to gain a working visa. The competition for graduate jobs and the cost to 
employers of obtaining the visa makes this particularly difficult for non-EU 
students to achieve. Minh currently holds a Tier 1 (Graduate Entrepreneur) visa, a 
scheme that allows recent graduates to stay in the UK for a further year in order to 
set up a business, providing that they are endorsed by their college or university. 
This can be extended for a further year only if the applicant provides a letter stating 
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that they are making ‘satisfactory progress’ in developing their business and can 
show that they have specific funds available. Whilst Minh’s former university 
endorsed her to set up a business providing care for older people, she has since 
struggled to secure further funding and support for business development. In a 
recent conversation with me, Minh expressed anxiety, disappointment and 
frustration about the future. She has been applying for multiple jobs, but has found 
that most are short-term contracts and employers are reluctant to sponsor a work 
permit. She is currently considering relocation to Australia or Canada, as friends 
have told her that their immigration regimes are easier to navigate. In the meantime, 
the instability of her future has a negative impact upon her senses of home, identity 
and belonging.  
Precarity and agency: (im)possible belongings? 
Participants who are on short-term or temporary visas articulate a sense of 
immobility alongside mobility; a feeling of waiting and preparing for multiple 
possible outcomes, frustration at having to comply with frequently changing visa 
requirements and of being unable to create a long-term sense of home, belonging or 
security. Their uncertain immigration status means that they often have little choice 
but to take jobs for which they are over-qualified and under-paid, as well as 
accepting transient, sometimes overcrowded housing conditions. Migrants on Tier 4 
and Tier 1 visas also have no recourse to public funds, meaning that they cannot 
access income support, job-seekers allowance or housing benefit, and many must 
also pay a surcharge to access healthcare. Scholars have theorised these conditions 
in terms of precarity: geopolitical processes in which ‘complex institutional and 
geographic pathways’ render migrants vulnerable to extended periods of insecurity 
(Goldring and Landolt 2011, cited in Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2014: 212). 
This perspective examines the ways in which various forms of state power impact 
upon migrants’ everyday practices and identities, and demonstrates that migrants’ 
transnational practices are situated within broader frameworks of power. The 
concept of precarity has been theorised in terms of ‘lifeworlds that are inflected 
with uncertainty and instability’ (Waite 2009, cited in Lewis et al. 2015: 580), and 
is associated with the rise of neoliberal globalisation, the mobility of capital and 
demands for cheap migrant labour (Wills et al 2010, Lewis et al. 2015). These 
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structural factors have created exploitative conditions for migrant workers, who are 
vulnerable to low wages, long or irregular working hours, unfair dismissal, coercion 
and forced labour.  
Whilst some scholars view precarity as a condition specific to the neoliberal 
labour market (Fantone 2007, Lewis et al. 2015), others have broadened the scope 
of the concept to encompass insecure life-worlds and conditions of existential 
precarity (Ettlinger 2007, Butler 2004, 2009). Lewis et al. (2015) propose the 
concept of ‘hyper-precarity’, in which migrants who experience both employment 
and immigration-related precarity are at risk of entering the labour market at the 
lowest possible point and are the most at risk of serious exploitation and forced 
labour. Asylum seekers, refugees and irregular migrants are proposed to be at 
particular risk, since they are often prohibited from accessing legal work and are 
forced to seek informal, sometimes dangerous forms of labour. Hyper-precarity is 
therefore described in terms of ‘processes of multi-dimensional, overlapping 
employment and immigration insecurities’ (Lewis et al. 2015: 15).  
Whilst this perspective is helpful in terms of illuminating the intersecting 
vulnerabilities that are faced by refugees, asylum seekers and irregular migrants, the 
experiences of participants in this study indicate the possibility of experiencing 
precarity in different areas of life at different times, including in the forms of 
transient housing, irregular and low-paid work and an uncertain legal status. Whilst 
for the most vulnerable migrants and refugees, aspects of precarity intersect to 
produce particularly threatening conditions, migrants from a range of backgrounds 
may experience different forms and degrees of precarity at different stages of their 
migration journey. This problematises the reproduction of binary divisions between 
asylum seekers, undocumented migrants and refugees (who are frequently 
positioned as marginalised victims) and international students, who are usually 
categorised as elite, highly skilled migrants moving freely across borders in the 
pursuit of their career (Ho 2009). In this respect, my research acknowledges the 
perspective of Conradson and Latham (2005), who propose the term ‘middling 
transnationals’ to describe individuals who are embedded within transnational 
networks, but may not form part of either the transnational elite or the most 
vulnerable migrant populations.  
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Attending to the experiences of ‘middling’ transnationals also enables a 
focus on how migrant identities are shaped in relation to discourses and regimes of 
immigration. In a study of ‘highly skilled’ migrants from Singapore in the UK, Ho 
(2009) explains that despite holding visas that validate their qualifications, these 
migrants encounter practical and emotional difficulties and must develop strategies 
to circumvent the immigration regime. Ho (2009: 129) calls for a ‘trajectories’ 
perspective that attends to relationships between immigration policies and migrant 
subjectivities, enabling a comprehensive understanding of the challenges that are 
faced by all migrants, the strategies that they develop to overcome them and the 
policy regimes in which they are embedded.  
My research also highlights the ways in which migrants can move between 
different immigration statuses at different stages in their migration trajectory. 
During my fieldwork, I spoke with three young Vietnamese women who had 
arrived in the UK on student visas but now work in nail salons on a full-time basis. 
They did not feel comfortable about participating in a formal interview and were 
reluctant to tell me the details of why they had decided to remain once their visa had 
expired, but did discuss the difficulty of finding jobs that will sponsor a long-term 
working visa. They also noted that they made significantly more money from 
working in nails in London than they could earn in Vietnam. Other participants 
have described some of the strategies that are used by migrants who have entered 
illegally or overstayed their visas and want to stay in the UK. Messages on the 
forum of the VietHome website advise migrant women to apply for a visa while 
they are pregnant or if they have recently had a child. These conversations detail the 
procedures for applying under Article 8 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights, which provides a right to family life, through which some irregular migrants 
have been granted permission to remain. Other discussions on the message boards 
include examples of migrants who have been allowed to live and work in the UK on 
a spousal visa gained by marriage to a British citizen. Though anonymous and 
unverifiable, these discussions illuminate the range of circumstances that surround 
irregular migration and how migrants navigate the demands of the immigration 
regime.  
Drawing inspiration from McFarlane’s (2011) work on learning and 
dwelling in the city, practices and strategies for circumventing immigration controls 
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can be understood as part of the ‘tactical learning’ that is necessary for survival in 
conditions of inequality. Building upon Scott’s (1985) description of the ‘weapons 
of the weak’ and De Certeau’s (1984) work on the tactics through which people 
navigate and resist structures of power, McFarlane (2011: 57) describes the 
‘incremental urban knowing’ that emerges through everyday dwelling in the city. 
Through improvising, translating and sharing knowledge of spaces, threats and 
opportunities, individuals and groups learn how to survive in the city and 
sometimes mobilise to resist practices of marginalisation. Utilising these strategies 
and tactics may also enable migrants to demonstrate agency and to feel more of a 
sense of power over their longer-term futures.  
The pressure to earn money, to send remittances to support their family in 
Vietnam, to seek a better quality of life or to stay with loved ones all contribute to 
individuals remaining in the UK illegally. Scholars also highlight the multiple 
routes through which individuals may become irregular. Bloch et al. (2014) propose 
‘undocumentedness’ as a process rather than a one-off event, detailing the multiple 
factors that result in irregular migration: 
Some people are born into irregularity and enter their adult lives 
occupying this precarious situation; others enter into it as part of a 
migration project and some fall into it without ever realising it or out of 
desperation, due, for example, to their need to avoid returning to a 
country where they fear persecution. Most irregular migrants initially 
enter countries legally [e.g. on visitor or student visas] and then 
overstay their visas or breach their conditions on entry [Koser 2005]. 
Whatever their routes to irregularity, being sans papiers [without 
papers]…permeates all aspects of migrants’ lives, significantly reduces 
their access to economic and social opportunities, and renders 
individuals vulnerable to different forms of exploitation, exclusion and 
marginalisation (Bloch et al. 2014: 3). 
This perspective also identifies the structural factors that contribute to 
irregular migration, including demands for cheap, flexible labour in receiving 
countries and some reductions in social and economic inequality in sending 
countries (Bloch et al. 2014, Ruhs and Anderson 2010). In addition to these 
structural forces, literature on irregular migration highlights the ways in which 
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practices of immigration control result in restriction and immobility, effectively 
trapping irregular migrants in countries of residence (Bloch et al. 2014, Sigona 
2012).  
Through a focus on the ways in which immigration structures influence 
participants’ experiences of belonging, home and identity in the UK, my research 
contributes to an emerging body of scholarship on the geopolitics of home. This 
perspective focuses on the ways in which structures of power and inequality are 
influenced by and emerge from the home, and is particularly relevant for theorising 
intersections between home, nation and migration (Brickell 2012b). Studies of 
home in relation to geopolitics have encompassed topics including forced evictions 
and gendered activism (Brickell 2014) and the impact of border security practices 
on experiences of home among displaced persons and refugees (Caluya 2010, 
Kabachnik et al. 2010). The concept of a ‘geopolitics of mobility’ has also been 
proposed to argue that while international borders are porous to economic 
investment, they remain a source of restriction for migrants, who are considered to 
be of low geopolitical value (Hyndman 2004, cited in Brickell 2012b: 580). 
Studying relationships between home and geopolitics enables an understanding of 
the ways in which state power penetrates into the domestic space, further 
problematising boundaries between public and private, institutional and intimate. 
This perspective also brings together ‘extreme’ and ‘everyday’ geographies of 
home, highlighting the ways in which individuals can experience disruptions to 
home and forms of displacement at a range of levels, including through migration, 
violence or environmental displacement, but also due to disability, divorce and life-
course transitions (Brickell 2011, 2012b). Moreover, this approach attends to the 
significance of home as a source of security and identity that is experienced 
differently in relation to class, disability, sexuality, ethnicity and gender. The home 
is therefore not separate from the political; it is influenced by and embedded within 
power structures, and has the potential to be a site of resistance to political 
injustices. 
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Conclusion 
Sometimes I find a common point between Saigon and London - it’s that 
a lot of people came here to London from different countries and it’s the 
same in Saigon, different people from different places in Vietnam, most 
of them are not originally from Saigon - like me, I’m from another 
province (Phương). 
This chapter has examined participants’ complex relationships with home, where it 
might be located and the ways in which they develop a constantly changing sense of 
attachment, familiarity and security within East London, the wider city and across 
transnational space. It has identified the fluid, processual nature of return, which for 
most participants is one part of their longer-term strategies and aspirations of 
mobility. Their future plans are intertwined with collective as well as individual 
ambitions, which are also continually shifting in response to their education, career 
situation and immigration status. For participants who arrived as refugees, home is a 
particularly emotional, sensitive topic that sometimes provokes difficult memories 
of the places and people that they left behind in Vietnam.  
Whilst some participants feel that their home remains in Vietnam, others 
express a strong sense of home and belonging in relation to particular areas of 
London or to the UK as a whole. Son’s description of feeling different senses of 
home in relation to both Vietnam and London has been echoed by participants who 
came as refugees and those who arrived more recently. However, current political 
discourses surrounding immigration and their policy outcomes mean that those 
participants who are without long-term leave to remain face greater difficulties in 
being able to settle in the UK than those who have citizenship or refugee status. For 
participants who are undecided about where they view their present and future 
homes to be, this may not present a source of anxiety or exclusion. However, for 
individuals who have developed a strong sense of attachment or hope to create their 
permanent home here, the uncertainty of their immigration status and the associated 
instability of their work, housing and relationship opportunities are constant 
concerns. In gaining knowledge of how to navigate the requirements of the 
immigration system, as well as learning from the experiences and advice of their 
friends and social networks, participants demonstrate agency and are able to 
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exercise some control over their short-term futures. Other individuals manage from 
day to day, avoiding in-depth thoughts about the future or having to make firm 
plans that might lead to rejection or failure. While participants who came as 
students often arrived with a sense of aspiration, the realities of transitioning 
between ‘student’ and ‘migrant’ status have left some feeling frustrated and 
doubtful that they will ever feel a sense of home in the UK. For those who are 
determined to stay or feel unwilling to return to Vietnam, a precarious life of 
irregular work and remaining hidden from the authorities is a frightening but easily 
realised prospect, particularly when irregularity is viewed as a process that can 
affect migrants of different backgrounds.  
Phương’s narrative articulates her awareness of the diversity of London and 
its history of providing refuge, work and settlement to migrants from a range of 
cultural backgrounds. Phương draws upon her knowledge of Ho Chi Minh City, 
another of the many cities around the world that are being re-shaped by mobility. In 
addition to illustrating her reference to cosmopolitan diversity, Phương’s comment 
is another point of connection between London and Vietnam, one of the many that 
are being forged by the individuals who are dwelling, moving between and 
contributing to these cities. It is a reminder of the shared challenges that migrants 
face in arriving in an unfamiliar city, finding their way around and forming 
relationships with the people and places that they encounter. The experiences of 
participants in this study indicate that home is an ever-changing, flexible idea and 
emotional concept, sometimes located in space and at other times connected to 
objects, relationships or practices. However, whilst some individuals articulate the 
possibility of attachments to multiple places that changes over time, a sense of 
safety, connection and belonging in their present location remain important. 
Participants’ narratives problematise associations between globalisation and 
mobility. While free movement is available to some within an unequal global 
system, practices of border regulation have a major impact on migrants in the UK. 
How participants respond to these policies will influence their future opportunities 
and possibilities for developing a long-term sense of home and belonging here. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion 
This thesis has examined the complex, multi-scalar relationships between home, 
work and the city among Vietnamese people in East London. Rather than 
considering these themes in terms of three discrete domains of migrant experience, 
the study explores the multiple connections between them, identifying the ways in 
which individual participants navigate and negotiate these relationships. Drawing 
upon personal narratives alongside material and visual dimensions of home, work 
and urban mobility, I argue that participants not only inhabit or work in the city, but 
also contribute to its on-going transformation through their everyday practices and 
mobilities.  
This research reveals how home is made and re-made by individuals through 
diverse combinations of relationships, objects and practices. The study 
demonstrates that, for most participants, home is a multi-scalar imaginary and 
emotion that can be experienced in more than one place. However, I argue that the 
capacity to establish a sense of home, however fluid or mobile, is also contingent 
upon wider relations of power. The agency of individual participants in developing 
a sense of belonging is constrained by the uncertainties of immigration policy, 
precarious work and living conditions. These challenges to re-making home are 
particularly acute in the city of London, in which high demand for property means 
that long-term housing security is currently unachievable for the majority of 
participants. The ever-shifting demands of government immigration policy also 
have the power to shape individuals’ access to home, work and mobility. This final 
chapter draws together the key themes and arguments of my research. I then discuss 
the empirical, methodological and conceptual contributions of the study, suggesting 
directions for future research.  
Home, work and urban mobility 
My research contributes to understandings of home as a material, imagined and 
emotional concept that exists at multiple scales, including the domestic, the urban, 
the local and the transnational (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt and Dowling 2006, 
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Brickell and Datta 2011). It considers work to include paid and unpaid activity 
within and beyond the home, examining how different forms of work are related to 
home-making practices and how home and work are reconfigured or transformed by 
mobility. My research is also distinctive in its examination of work alongside home 
and the city. While scholarship on migrants’ experiences of work is well established 
within the literature, much of this work begins with a focus on the structural 
conditions of migrant labour and how migrants cope with precarious urban working 
conditions (May et al. 2007, McIlwaine 2005, Wills et al. 2010). Other studies have 
focused on the practices and mobilities of ‘highly skilled’ migrants in the global 
city (Beaverstock 2005, Favell 2008, Ryan and Mulholland 2014). Yet other 
research calls for research to engage with the experiences of ‘middling 
transnationals’ rather than migrants who are at the extreme ends of privilege and 
marginalisation (Ho 2009). My research draws upon the narratives of individuals 
who arrived in London as refugees, alongside those who migrated to further their 
education or career. Participants in this study are from diverse occupational 
backgrounds and migration circumstances, yet the research does not take their 
income or immigration status as a point of departure. It draws attention instead to 
the range of experiences of home, work and mobility that are part of the super-
diverse city.  
Furthermore, my research not only examines work performed by migrants 
that takes place outside the home, but also explores the paid and unpaid work that is 
performed within the domestic space and how these forms of work are connected to 
or disconnected from experiences of home and the city. Alongside an examination 
of the practical and financial aspects of participants’ urban lives, my research also 
explores the emotional, inter-personal and imaginative dimensions of the city. By 
drawing on concepts of navigation and urban learning alongside an understanding 
of home-making, my research addresses how participants navigate, dwell within 
and re-shape the city. 
My research also contributes to a growing area of research on the city as a 
site of home for migrant communities (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt et al. 
2013a). I approach migration at the ‘city scale’ (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009), 
whilst also attending to relationships between the home and the wider city. The 
significance of the city within migrants’ experiences of home, work and mobility is 
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emphasised throughout this thesis. Several participants identified London as a 
motivating factor in their decisions to migrate, and the city was frequently 
associated with a sense of adventure, freedom and success. As participants became 
familiar with the city, they began to form personal attachments with particular 
places, including the neighbourhood, work and social or leisure environments. Their 
relationships with London were often discussed in relation to cities in Vietnam, 
forming translocal linkages across domestic and urban sites. Connections between 
cities were articulated through a range of practices and objects, including the 
discovery of Asian street food in Brick Lane and visits to Vietnamese restaurants or 
places of worship. However, participants’ narratives also emphasise how the city 
can be a place of a discovery in which new practices and influences are 
incorporated into personal ideas of home. My research has revealed temporal as 
well as spatial connections, including in the different generations of migrants and 
refugees who encounter each other through housing arrangements, work and shared 
cultural practices.  
The specificity of East London as a site of home has emerged as important 
among some participants, particularly for those who have lived in the area for many 
years. Some individuals expressed a strong sense of belonging or community in 
relation to Hackney or other areas of East London, including those who arrived as 
refugees and had formed close relationships with friends or family members in the 
area. For others, a sense of belonging was expressed in relation to multiple areas of 
London in which they lived, worked or socialised, or to the city as a whole. For 
participants whose housing circumstances were transient or precarious, public 
places in the city could sometimes be considered more significant sites of belonging 
or home than domestic spaces. Yet other participants had an ambivalent relationship 
with their neighbourhood or the wider city. Some expressed scepticism towards the 
rapid economic developments that have taken place in East London, while others 
had personal experience of difficult housing conditions or crime that had impacted 
upon their relationship with the neighbourhood or local area.  
This research has identified how spaces and practices of home and work are 
connected or disconnected in the lives of individual migrants, as well as the 
potential role of work in enabling participants to feel a sense of home within East 
London or the wider city. Among some individuals, work was valued as an activity 
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that formed a bridge between their former lives in Vietnam and their current 
environment, enabling a sense of identity and community that eased the transitional 
experience of migration. Other participants related to work in a more pragmatic 
sense, viewing it as a necessary activity for their survival in the city or as part of a 
longer-term plan involving further study or secondary migration. Yet others 
experienced work as a de-skilling or unrewarding task, and did not associate it with 
a feeling of belonging or identity. Language, education and immigration status have 
emerged as significant factors influencing migrants’ access to particular forms of 
work and career opportunities. Several participants were engaged in multiple jobs 
within and outside of the home, often as part of strategies that respond to the 
demand for ‘flexibility’ in terms of balancing work and domestic activities. While 
some of these forms of work were connected to the home in a physical or spatial 
sense, this did not always translate into an emotional connection or a sense of 
continuity between work and home life. 
Alongside relationships between home and work, my research also explores 
the diversity of objects and practices that are involved in recreating a sense of 
home. I consider the significance of particular foods, practices and objects in 
establishing a sense of familiarity and continuity with the past, but also reveal how 
participants’ ideas and expectations of home are reconfigured through the migration 
process. Through obtaining and eating Vietnamese food, having domestic items sent 
from Vietnam to their London homes, or creating a place to worship in their new 
accommodation, participants are often able to feel a sense of home in what can be 
transient or constrained environments. While many still retain a sense of Vietnam as 
home, my research shows how personal concepts of home exists at multiple scales 
and may not be fixed to one place. Some participants have viewed the migration 
process as an opportunity to gain a sense of independence from aspects of their 
Vietnamese lives, while others may incorporate objects and practices from a range 
of cultural backgrounds that they have discovered through the experience of living 
in a new city.  
Participants’ emotional experiences of home are, of course, also bound up 
with their personal circumstances of migration. Individuals who had been forced to 
leave their homes often had vivid memories of their Vietnamese homes but could 
no longer imagine themselves living in Vietnam, or felt as if they would be a 
 
!
!
!
261!
!
‘tourist’ in their ‘home’ country. Others remain affected by the traumatic events that 
forced them to leave, and expressed a sense of regret about the homes they had lost. 
Yet other refugees had been open to the possibility of having more than one home, 
with some having close family members in the country and returning for regular 
visits. My research thus demonstrates the changing and sometimes contested nature 
of home for those in conditions of protracted displacement or exile, and emphasises 
the temporal and spatial dimensions of home.  
Whilst refugees’ relationships with their lost homes are profoundly impacted 
by the experience of displacement, my research also demonstrates the ways in 
which their broader ideas of home can change and adapt to their new situation. This 
process can be enabled by forming new relationships within the location of re-
settlement, by obtaining secure housing and work, and sometimes through particular 
objects or practices. My research also reveals how senses of home can be found 
through religious or spiritual practice. Den Boer (2015: 486) describes how 
refugees’ ideas of home can shift in the experience of re-settlement towards more of 
a ‘spiritual place, transcending time and space’. In this study, younger participants 
and those who had not been directly impacted by the Vietnam conflict generally 
articulated a stronger sense of home in relation to Vietnam, particularly because 
their close family were located in the country. However, others expressed their 
wishes to establish a long-term home in the UK despite often feeling homesick for 
Vietnam. For some participants, this was related to their career aspirations or 
educational opportunities, while others felt that London offered a better quality of 
life or enabled them to express aspects of their identity that were not accepted in 
Vietnam. My research reflects the fluid boundaries of home and recognises that 
establishing a sense of home must be considered in relation to the other needs, 
priorities and demands within people’s everyday lives.  
Where is home in the super-diverse city? 
The super-diverse city constantly emerges as the intense place through 
which migrant citizens are simultaneously integral to and regulated 
from the past, present and future of the city (Hall 2013: 34).  
Through its focus on home, work and urban life among Vietnamese people from a 
range of backgrounds, this research contributes to studies of migration and diaspora 
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in the super-diverse context of London. It also makes an important empirical 
contribution to the study of Vietnamese migrants in London and the UK, providing 
in-depth qualitative data on a group that has lacked visibility within existing 
research. While previous studies have focused on the settlement of the first 
Vietnamese refugees (Hale 1992, Robinson 1998) and more recent research 
examines the entrepreneurship strategies of Vietnamese communities (Bagwell 
2008, 2006), my research is currently the only study that addresses experiences of 
home and work among Vietnamese migrants who have arrived over different time 
periods. While recent work by Barber (2015) studies British-born Vietnamese in the 
context of super-diverse Britain, her work focuses on negotiations of identity 
amongst the second generation. Moreover, my research has adopted a multi-faceted 
approach that explores relationships between home, work and the city rather than 
focusing on particular aspects of migrant experience. This study also contributes to 
scholarship on the historical and spatial dimensions of migration to East London 
and how the area has been shaped by migration and diaspora. It reveals how 
Vietnamese refugees formed a community in Hackney at a time when the borough 
was known for deprivation and crime. Hackney has since been a target for multiple 
forms of renewal and gentrification, yet remains a place of social and cultural 
diversity. While some of those who came as refugees have moved away to buy 
property in more affordable areas, many Vietnamese still live in the social housing 
that they were allocated when they arrived in the UK. Hackney remains a key area 
for doing business within the Vietnamese community, with numerous Vietnamese 
restaurants that give the community a visible presence in the area. These businesses 
also form points of connection between those who arrived as refugees and people 
who have migrated more recently. Many Vietnamese students work in Hackney’s 
Vietnamese restaurants, while others enjoy visiting with friends and being able to 
eat food from home. Other networks between the generations are formed through 
housing, including when recently arrived migrants rent accommodation from 
individuals who arrived as refugees. 
In addition to theorising connections between Vietnamese migrants who 
have arrived over a range of time periods, my research also explores how 
participants interact and form relationships through urban encounters. In so doing, 
the study contributes to a growing body of work that explores citizenship and 
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belonging in conditions of super-diversity (Amin 2002, Binnie et al. 2006, Knowles 
2013, Valentine 2008, Wessendorf 2013). Existing literature within super-diversity 
has tended to focus on encounters in public urban spaces (Amin and Thrift 2002, 
Hall 2013, Wessendorf 2013, Knowles 2013). While recent research has 
conceptualised super-diversity through a focus on the intimate, collective and 
symbolic dimensions of the urban street (Hall 2013), this perspective does not 
extend into the home. Knowles (2013) encourages researchers to engage with the 
‘micro-fabrics’ and ‘deep textures’ of super-diversity, arguing that attention to 
religious spaces can reveal ‘invisible lives in the city’ and a more complex ‘re-
mapping’ of relationships between ethnicity and urban space (Knowles 2013: 651). 
However, Knowles’ study focuses on diasporic religious spaces within the urban 
landscape rather than sites of urban dwelling. Hall (2013) argues that 
‘understanding migration and the transformation of the city…lies in combining the 
diversity of migration patterns with the topological complexity of lives lived within 
and between a number of urban locales’ (Hall 2013: 28). My research highlights the 
need for understandings of super-diversity that also engage with urban dwellings 
and home-making practices and their roles in producing the complex mosaic of the 
city.  
Both ethnicity and visibility have emerged as significant in different ways 
throughout my research. Vietnamese communities have been regarded as ‘invisible’ 
in comparison with other migrant groups (Sims 2007) despite the presence of 
Vietnamese restaurants and places of business in several areas of the city. 
Furthermore, while recent scholarship has called for research to move beyond 
framing migration in terms of the ‘ethnic lens’ (Glick Schiller and Cağlar 2009), my 
research demonstrates the ways in which ethnicity remains an important dimension 
of home, identity and belonging in contexts of urban super-diversity. The migrant 
home is revealed as a site in which ethnic identity becomes salient and visible, 
including through the preparation and consumption of Vietnamese food, through 
spiritual and religious practices and significant objects. However, my research also 
demonstrates the ways in which Vietnamese homes can be sites of encounter and 
diversity, including through the everyday routines of shared living arrangements, 
through practices of work, and through the objects, values and ideas that are 
incorporated into the home from the city and the world beyond.  
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Moreover, my research reveals the ways in which home is re-made and 
contested in conditions of housing insecurity and mobility, including the objects and 
practices through which migrants inhabit urban dwellings and develop senses of 
home at different scales, temporalities and levels of attachment, from the transient 
and temporary to the longer-term. Participants’ home-making practices reflect their 
housing tenure, employment and immigration status, highlighting the importance of 
home as a site of power relations as well as a place that is personal and intimate. 
The findings of my research also speak to recent work on the city as a site of home 
for migrants (Blunt and Bonnerjee 2013, Blunt et al. 2013a). Just as migrants may 
feel a sense of belonging in relation to the city as a whole or to particular urban 
spaces, the urban dwelling is also a site in which identity and belonging are 
expressed through objects and everyday practices. Furthermore, urban homes are 
contested and sometimes precarious spaces in which economic and political 
structures intervene into the intimate lives of inhabitants, including through 
restricted access to affordable housing, work and immigration status. A 
comprehensive understanding of super-diversity requires research that examines 
migrant mobilities, work and home-making practices, as well as the spatiality of 
inequalities in different areas of the city. As Hall (2013) argues: ‘[N]either the city 
nor citizenship is singular, and there are multiple and overlapping practices of being 
an urban inhabitant and migrant’. My research develops understandings of super-
diversity through its attention to home as a site of identity that is shaped by wider 
economic and social conditions, but which is also integral to the shaping of the city. 
It also advances work on urban encounter, demonstrating the ways in which home 
and dwelling are intertwined with practices and ideas of citizenship and belonging. 
Connecting material, emotional and geopolitical aspects of home 
My research reveals the multiple connections between urban dwelling and the ways 
in which participants’ senses of home are adapted and sometimes transformed in the 
process of mobility. It also highlights the role of work in connecting migrants with 
the world beyond the home and potentially providing a source of identity and 
belonging in the wider city. However, I argue in this thesis that participants’ 
experiences of home, work and mobility must be considered in relation to the wider 
socio-economic dimensions of migration, globalisation and political power. The 
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arrival of the first Vietnamese refugees in Britain was directly related to the wider 
refugee crisis that took place in Southeast Asia following the Reunification of the 
country in 1975. Migrants entering the UK from Vietnam today are affected by a 
different combination of geopolitical events and economic conditions. However, I 
demonstrate in this study that recent migrants from outside the European Union 
(EU) face particular challenges in terms of establishing settlement or a long-term 
home in the UK. Migrants who have arrived in recent years must navigate 
immigration rules that are becoming increasingly restrictive as the Conservative 
government seek to reduce the numbers of migrants who enter the country (Mulvey 
2015). Current EU legislation enabling freedom of movement among citizens across 
Europe means that migrants from outside the EU face increasingly strict demands in 
order to enter and remain in the UK. The abolition of the Post-Study Work visa 
means that international students who would previously have been eligible to 
remain in the UK and apply for longer-term residency are now unable to do so 
(Universities UK 2011). Vietnamese students are affected by this change in policy 
and many will struggle to meet the new threshold for a graduate salary that is 
required to gain a long-term visa. My research also highlights how the changing 
requirements and procedures of the immigration regime impact negatively upon 
individuals’ senses of security and belonging. Several participants describe 
experiencing feelings of uncertainty and frustration about their futures, and are 
constantly thinking about whether to try to stay in the UK or return to Vietnam. To 
remain in the UK without a valid visa is to become vulnerable to particularly 
precarious work and living conditions.  
The findings of this study also demonstrate the ways in which practices of 
home-making are directly related to, and often contingent upon, participants’ 
housing tenure and stability. Participants who owned their own homes or who lived 
in social housing with secure long-term tenancies were generally free to make 
material changes to their dwellings, which was noted as important in creating a 
sense of home. By contrast, younger participants were generally in short-term, 
sometimes transient and unstable accommodation and were frequently unable to 
have a material impact on the spaces in which they lived. Participants’ housing 
tenancies are also influenced by their employment and immigration status, as well 
as the comparatively high costs of living in the city. The majority of my younger 
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participants were prepared to share accommodation in order to live and work in 
London, but several individuals have become vulnerable to crowded or insecure 
living conditions. For migrants who are planning to stay in London for a relatively 
short time, aesthetic considerations may not be of major concern. However, several 
participants did find ways to create a sense of familiarity, homeliness or belonging 
through objects and practices despite living in transient housing conditions. These 
findings have important implications for the study of home-making and material 
cultures of home, not only in relation to migrant inhabitants, but to broader 
geographies of home in the city. The majority of material and cultural geographies 
of home have tended to focus on home-owners and people with more permanent 
housing status, and do not directly address the role of housing tenure in experiences 
of home (though Parutis [2011] examines experiences of home among Eastern 
European migrants in rented accommodation). To what extent are material objects 
and the freedom to change the domestic space crucial in creating a sense of security, 
home or belonging? What are the roles of online communication, social media and 
digital photography platforms in enabling inhabitants to establish senses of home in 
new ways? What does this mean for broader understandings of home-making in 
conditions of mobility and urban housing precarity? This study demonstrates a need 
for more research which examines diverse forms of home-making among 
inhabitants in rented, temporary and transient accommodation. 
My research underlines the importance of considering material, emotional, 
imaginative and structural dimensions of home alongside and in relation to one 
another. It therefore contributes to an emerging body of research on the geopolitics 
of home (Brickell 2012b, Burrell 2014a, Caluya 2010), whilst also being relevant to 
literature on precarious work and migration (Fantone, 2007, Lewis et al. 2015). It 
also adds to the small number of studies on the precarity and uncertainty that can be 
experienced by international students (Robertson and Runganakailoo 2014). My 
research thus contributes to a broad understanding of the everyday challenges faced 
by diverse individuals and groups of migrants as they navigate, work and dwell 
within the city. 
In addition to its contributions to geographies of home and migration 
studies, my research is also relevant to consider in light of government policy 
towards immigration and asylum, as well as longer-term policies on integration and 
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community cohesion. Through its in-depth attention to the experiences of 
Vietnamese people who came as refugees, this study highlights several parallels 
with the government’s response to the current refugee crisis that is taking place 
across Europe and beyond. While the UK government of the 1970s was initially 
reluctant to accept Vietnamese refugees, they eventually agreed to do so following 
the peak of the Southeast Asia refugee crisis in 1979 (Chan 2011). Until recently, 
the current Conservative government had resisted calls to accept some of the 
hundreds of thousands of refugees who are currently fleeing conflict and 
persecution in Syria and across the Middle East and North Africa. Following 
widespread pressure from the public and mainstream media, the government has 
now pledged to accept up to 20,000 of the most vulnerable Syrian refugees from 
camps in Jordan and elsewhere in the region (BBC News, September 2015). 
However, many organisations have called for much more to be done to address the 
on-going refugee crisis including providing safe, legal routes for refugees to seek 
asylum in Europe and for the UK to take in many more refugees (The Guardian, 
January 2016).  
Learning from the experiences of Vietnamese refugees in the UK also 
provides insights into the longer-term process of refugee re-settlement and how it is 
managed (Wilkins 2015). After being offered re-settlement, most of the Vietnamese 
refugees were compulsorily dispersed around the country, resulting in 
unemployment and isolation for many people as well as a subsequent secondary 
migration to London and other cities (Sims 2007). Current plans to disperse the 
refugees that are accepted into Britain could learn from these previous responses 
and their failures to address some of the refugees’ most basic needs.  
Furthermore, policy analysts point to a fundamental disconnect between the 
governments’ increasingly restrictive immigration and asylum policies and those 
aimed towards the integration of migrants and refugees (Mulvey 2015). The concept 
of integration is complex and difficult to define, and some scholars are critical of 
integration policies that appear to be synonymous with those of assimilation 
(McPherson 2010). Whilst the idea of integration cannot be examined uncritically, 
scholars note that it can be a useful tool with which to assess the factors that are 
involved in re-settlement and the impact of integration policies on migrants and 
refugees (Mulvey 2015, Phillimore and Goodson 2008).  
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Relationships between home and work emerge as key factors in enabling or 
preventing refugee integration, which includes establishing a sense of belonging 
and feeling connected with the local community. Phillimore and Goodson (2008) 
prioritise housing as the most significant domain of integration for refugees, noting 
that ‘for those seeking refuge, it could be argued that the importance of finding a 
home is particularly symbolic as it marks the end of a journey and the point at 
which refugees can start to consider their wider needs’ (Phillimore and Goodson 
2008: 316). Whilst this reference refers to the importance of housing rather than 
wider concepts of home, it highlights the importance of ensuring that refugees can 
access housing that enables wider processes of dwelling and belonging to begin. 
Mulvey (2015) notes that many asylum seekers must spend long periods in 
temporary accommodation and are often moved around to different areas. Asylum 
seekers and refugees experience their housing status as extremely transient, making 
it difficult for them to form new relationships or to feel part of society (Mulvey 
2015).  
Work has also been noted as an important way in which migrants are able to 
feel a sense of belonging and contribute to their local community. However, 
government policy prohibits asylum seekers from working at all. Even after gaining 
refugee status, refugees often face housing insecurity and restricted access to 
employment, leading to homelessness and destitution (Lewis et al. 2015). Educated 
refugees often find that their qualifications are not accepted in the UK, causing 
them further barriers to employment or employment in low paid, low status and 
insecure work (Lewis et al. 2015). The combination of these precarious work and 
housing conditions lead refugees to experience a state of uncertainty or being ‘in 
limbo’, in which they are unable to adjust to their new surroundings or to plan for 
the future (Mulvey 2015, Phillimore and Goodson 2008). Insights from the policy 
literature emphasise the crucial impact of structural factors upon individual 
migrants’ abilities to establish a home and feel part of the wider community, 
highlighting the importance of looking at multiple dimensions of refugee and 
migrant experience alongside one another. Through an in-depth study of 
geopolitical, emotional and imaginative dimensions of home, work and urban 
mobility among migrants and refugees, my research offers insights into the 
opportunities and barriers to re-settlement and belonging.  
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Collaboration and public engagement 
Alongside its conceptual and empirical contributions, this research has also 
demonstrated innovations in its methodological approach and collaborative format. 
While the study emphasises the significance of drawing upon in-depth personal 
narratives of participants’ experiences of home, work and the city, I also argue that 
a focus on material and visual elements of domestic and urban space helps to 
illuminate the embodied, emotional and imaginative dimensions of home and 
mobility. In so doing, my research builds upon approaches that examine the ways in 
which objects and images can facilitate a sense of home or belonging in conditions 
of movement (Svašek 2014, Burrell 2014b), but also explores how particular 
objects can undergo transformations in their use, value and meaning in the process 
of mobility (Harris 2001, Parrott 2014). The current study has also drawn upon 
material culture perspectives that consider relationships between the home, its 
objects and the external world (Burrell 2014a). This framework is situated within a 
focus on geopolitical as well as imaginative or emotional aspects of home. My 
research has explored the roles of objects that are used in domestic work or are 
considered routine rather than emotionally significant, recognising the importance 
of taking a holistic view of the home and connections with the world beyond it. This 
approach also allows my research to explore how apparently everyday objects or 
images can take on new meanings in the context of mobility or displacement.  
In addition to its focus on the material, visual and narrative elements of 
home, work and migration, my research has also enabled a variety of outputs that 
reach beyond the thesis. Most of these opportunities have been closely linked to the 
collaboration with the Geffrye Museum, which has been a key aspect of the 
development of the project as a whole. This partnership has resulted in my research 
material being fed back into the museum through its archival collections, as well as 
through my involvement with on-going outreach work involving local Vietnamese 
community organisations. These forms of engagement have not only enabled my 
research to have impact beyond the academic thesis, but have also enhanced my 
knowledge and understanding of the research and how it could be useful in practice.  
For example, following initial meetings involving members of the Learning 
and Engagement team at the Geffrye and the Community of Refugees from 
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Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (VLC), we learned that members of VLC were keen 
to visit the herb gardens at the Geffrye and that this could be a good introduction to 
other outreach activities. I participated in the visit alongside members of staff from 
the Geffrye. The visit was described in positive terms by the group, who enjoyed 
seeing and smelling the plants and herbs and pointing out differences between them 
and those that they had grown in Vietnam. These discussions also led on to the 
topics of cooking and eating Vietnamese food, differences between living in 
Vietnam and London and other conversations related to home and migration. While 
this interaction was not conducted in the same way as a research interview, I feel 
that my engagement with the group has brought new insights to my research as well 
as helping to build relationships between the Geffrye and local communities.  
My research has also facilitated engagement opportunities with the wider 
community that have reached into different disciplines and forms of engagement. In 
2015, I was granted a Small Award from the Centre for Public Engagement at 
QMUL for a project entitled ‘Journeys: an exploration of home and migration 
between Vietnam and East London’. This project involved Vietnamese musicians, 
community members and the British composer, Edward Nesbit, who was 
commissioned to write a new arrangement of three Vietnamese folk songs on the 
themes of home, leaving home and exile. The project brought about numerous 
forms of engagement with individuals and groups, many of whom had not been 
involved in my original research. We made contact with a Vietnamese singer, Thuy 
Thị Lê, who had migrated to London to study Business but hoped to become a 
singer, and who chose particular traditional songs that she enjoyed singing. We also 
worked with Nhat Anh, a volunteer translator at VLC who plays the Đàn bầu, a 
traditional Vietnamese instrument. Our final performance involved Thuy singing 
three folk songs with Edward playing his new accompaniment on the piano, as well 
as a performance of instrumental music by Nhat. The performance took place at 
QMUL as part of a concert of eastern and western music, which also involved a 
group of Iranian musicians. During the concert, I spoke briefly about my research 
and the broader context of the music in relation to home and migration. Another 
performance involved musicians from the Vietnamese Roman Catholic church in 
Bow, East London, where I had previously interviewed Father Simon. This project 
was valuable in terms of building relationships with a range of individuals from 
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different backgrounds who may not have wanted to be involved in a traditional 
research project. I learned about the significance of Vietnamese folk songs that 
were banned during the Communist Revolution because they spoke about the 
themes of war, loss and exile. More broadly, the project has led me to discover how 
the themes of home and migration can be explored through different art forms. I 
believe that such creative ways of working could be extremely useful as part of 
research and methodological strategies, and I hope to build on this experience in 
future projects.  
 
Directions for future research 
This research has demonstrated the insights that can be gained into home, work and 
migration within the context of super-diverse East London, emphasising the 
significance of the city within migrant experiences. The study demonstrates the 
value of considering the diverse experiences of migrants and refugees from a range 
of ages and backgrounds, all of whom are first-generation migrants from one 
country. My research also contributes to understandings of the challenges 
experienced by international students in the UK, particularly as they transition from 
‘student’ to ‘migrant’ status. Future research on the migration decisions and 
everyday experiences of international students would shed light on the lives of 
individuals who are often considered to be among the most privileged group of 
migrants, yet are currently being affected by increasingly strict immigration rules. 
Studies could also explore further the ways in which migrants from different 
backgrounds and migration circumstances may be connected through housing, work 
and social practices. Building on this, research that examines super-diversity 
through a focus on home and urban dwelling as well as public spaces of encounter 
would also yield new insights into practices of belonging, mobility and citizenship 
in the super-diverse city. 
Other research could focus on the role of online communication 
technologies and social media in migrants’ everyday home-making practices and 
senses of home. Advances in technology including Skype, WhatsApp and FaceTime 
mean that transnational migrants are able to remain more connected to their families 
and friends around the world than at any other time in history. Further studies into 
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how these forms of communication impact upon migrants’ senses of home and 
belonging are needed, particularly as technologies advance at a rapid pace.  
A final suggestion for future research involves return migration and the 
motivations and outcomes for migrants who plan to stay in the UK on a short-term 
basis. How does the process of migration and living in London impact upon their 
future career aspirations, personal decisions and relationships with people and 
places ‘back home’? Changes and tensions may arise within families as individuals 
adapt to living in Vietnam after several years living and studying overseas. 
Research which ‘follows’ participants who previously lived in London but later 
return to Vietnam would be a promising approach for tracing these connections 
using in-depth personal narratives of home, work and migration. Such research 
would also be situated within understandings of return as one element within a 
process of migration rather than a definite or fixed end-point to a journey.  
This research underlines the importance of understanding home as a multi-
faceted, shifting process and experience that is intertwined with mobility on 
different scales, from individual journeys around the city to migration across 
transnational space. Home as an idea, a set of emotions and imaginings is also 
something that changes over time and throughout the life course. The study of 
relationships between home, work and mobility thus has relevance to multiple 
domains of urban life. As cities expand, space for housing and business comes 
under increasingly high demand. Forms of work are changing rapidly, often 
resulting in the blurring of boundaries between work and home life. The increasing 
inter-connectedness of home, work and the city disrupts once taken-for-granted 
boundaries between public and private, home and the world beyond. This study has 
emphasised the significance of material, emotional and imagined dimensions of 
home and the ways in which senses of home are preserved, adapted and transformed 
through mobility. Indeed, this research demonstrates that practices of home-making 
are integral to the fabric of cities and their continual re-making. It also emphasises 
the unevenness of access to livelihoods, secure housing, citizenship and belonging, 
signalling a need for further research on relationships between mobility and home in 
the contested space of the city. 
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‘Home, work and migration in the East End of London since 1945’ 
 
Name and contact details of researcher: 
Annabelle Wilkins 
School of Geography, Queen Mary, University of London, Mile End, E1 4NS 
Email: a.h.wilkins@qmul.ac.uk  
Telephone: 07794313949 
 
I would like to invite you to be part of this research project about home, work and 
migration among the Vietnamese community in the East End of London. Before 
you decide whether you want to take part, please read the following information 
carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Please ask me if there is anything 
that is not clear or if you would like more information.   
 
Information about the project 
My name is Annabelle Wilkins and I am a PhD student in the School of Geography 
at Queen Mary, University of London. This project is focused on experiences of 
home, work and migration among members of the Vietnamese community who live 
or work in Hackney and Tower Hamlets.  
 
If you decide to participate, you will take part in an interview which will be 
recorded using a digital audio recorder. The interview will last for around 1.5 hours 
and can take place in your home, workplace, at a community organization or other 
location if you prefer. If you agree, I would like to conduct a second interview with 
you, which would ideally take place within 4 weeks of the first one, at a time and 
place of your choosing.  
 
The interviews will ask you about your experiences of migrating to the East End of 
London and the other places you have lived during your life. I will ask you to 
!
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describe your memories of homes you have lived in before and your experiences of 
the home you live in now, the work you are doing now and any work you have done 
before, in London and elsewhere. This can include work inside the home, like 
caring for family members, as well as work outside the home. 
 
During the second interview, you will be invited to show me (or describe) some 
objects or photographs from around your home. We will talk about where they have 
come from, what activities they are used in or why they are important to you. You 
are free to talk about any of your household/personal objects or photographs. 
 
I hope that you will enjoy sharing your personal experiences of migration and of 
living and working in the East End of London. Interview questions will allow you 
to talk about the subjects, memories and experiences that are important to you. You 
are free to choose what you wish to share and if you do not wish to answer any of 
the questions asked, there is no obligation to do so. 
 
Taking photographs 
You will be asked if you would be willing to share photographs of the inside and/or 
outside of your home and/or workplace. If you agree, you can choose which parts 
are photographed. You can choose to take the photographs yourself or, if you 
prefer, photographs can be taken by me. There is no obligation to have 
photographs taken and asking me not to take pictures would not affect the rest 
of your participation in this project. 
 
After the interviews 
At the end of each interview, you will be given the opportunity to give feedback on 
your experience of taking part in the interview if you wish. You will be offered 
copies of the interview recordings, photographs and transcripts, which will be sent 
to you by post as soon as possible after receiving your request. 
 
Storing and publishing your information 
This research has been developed in collaboration between Queen Mary, University 
of London, and the Geffrye Museum of the Home. This project aims to create a new 
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archive that will preserve testimony, images and objects reflecting experiences of 
home, work and migration among the Vietnamese community in the East End of 
London.  
 
We would like your contribution (voice recording, transcript, photographs) to 
eventually form part of the Geffrye Museum’s archive relating to home.  It would 
be preserved for future generations so that it can be used in a variety of ways, for 
example to help people learn about home through education programmes, in 
exhibitions which investigate how people live, or for many different types of 
research.   
 
If you do not wish for your interview data to be stored in the archive, it will be used 
only for this study. You can choose whether or not to donate your data and you do 
not have to give a reason for this decision.  
 
Thank you for considering taking part in this study. It is up to you to decide 
whether or not to take part. If you have any questions about the project, please 
ask me before you receive a consent form to read and sign confirming that you 
understand this information.  
 
This research has been approved by the Queen Mary Ethics of Research Committee. 
If you have any questions or concerns about how the study was conducted please, in 
the first instance, contact the researcher responsible for the study.  If this is 
unsuccessful or not appropriate, please contact the Secretary at the Queen Mary 
Ethics of Research Committee, Room W117, Queen’s Building, Mile End Campus, 
Mile End Road, London or research-ethics@qmul.ac.uk. 
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Home, work and migration in the East End of London since 1945 
 
This study has been subject to Ethical Review Assessment by QMREC and the 
QMUL School of Geography. Queen Mary Ethics of Research Committee Ref: 
QMREC2013/24 
 
I…………………………………………………………………………….,agree 
that I  
 
• have read and received a copy of the Information Sheet and/or the project 
has been explained to me; 
 
• understand what the project involves and have had the opportunity to ask 
questions about it; 
 
• am satisfied with the answers to my questions or have been told who to 
contact for answers to any of my questions about the research; 
 
• understand that I can ask for a copy/copies of the interview recording, 
transcripts and any photographs taken; 
 
• understand my rights as a participant and who to contact in the event of a 
research-related injury; 
 
• understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw from 
the study at any time and without giving reasons for doing so. 
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I understand that 
• my personal details (address, phone number) will not be revealed to anyone 
outside the project and are confidential; 
 
• my interview(s) will be recorded and I am aware of and consent to use of the 
recordings as described in this form; 
 
• my words may be quoted in publications, reports, web pages and other 
research outputs (e.g. conference presentations, academic journals, learning 
resources, exhibitions). 
 
Please choose one of the following two options: 
 
□ I would like my real name used in the above. 
□ I would NOT like my real name used in the above. 
 
Please also choose one of the following two options: 
 
□ I would like photographs of my home and/or objects to be used in the above. 
 
□ I would NOT like photographs of my home and/or objects to be used in the 
above. 
 
Please choose either ‘YES’ or ‘NO’ to the following options: 
 
• I understand that this research is being conducted in collaboration with the 
Geffrye Museum of the Home and that the information I provide (interview 
recordings, transcripts, photographs) may be deposited in an archive at the 
Geffrye Museum (YES   □         NO   □) 
 
• I understand that the information I provide may be used to inform 
exhibitions, learning activities and resources at the Geffrye Museum of the 
Home (YES □   NO   □)  
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• I agree to assign the copyright I hold in any materials related to this project 
to the Project Investigator, Annabelle Wilkins (YES   □       NO   □) 
 
• I understand that other genuine researchers will have access to this 
information only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 
information as requested in this form 
 (YES   □         NO   □) 
 
• I understand that other genuine researchers may use my words in 
publications, reports and other research outputs providing they agree to 
preserve the confidentiality of the information as requested in this form 
(YES   □    NO   □) 
 
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study without penalty if I so 
wish. I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes 
of this research study only and that it will not be used for any other purpose. I 
understand that such information will be treated as strictly confidential and 
handled in accordance with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998. 
 
Signed (participant)…………………………………..                                                                      
Date:………………………. 
 
Investigator’s Statement:  
I…………………………………………………………………………………… , 
confirm that I have carefully explained the purpose of the project and any 
reasonably foreseeable risks and benefits (where applicable) to the participant. 
Signed 
(researcher)…………………………………………........Date:……………… 
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Tên Dự án: Nhà ở, việc làm và di trú tại East End, London từ năm 1945 
 
Tên và địa chỉ liên lạc của người khảo sát: 
Annabelle Wilkins 
School of Geography, Queen Mary, University of London, Mile End, E1 4NS 
Email: a.h.wilkins@qmul.ac.uk  
Điện thoại: 07794313949 
 
Xin kính mời quý vị tham gia dự án nghiên cứu khảo sát về nhà ở, việc làm và di trú 
của cộng đồng người Việt Nam tại East End, London. Trước khi quyết định về việc 
tham gia, xin quý vị đọc kỹ các thông tin dưới đây và có thể thảo luận với những 
người khác. Nếu còn điều gì chưa rõ hoặc cần biết thêm thông tin, xin quý vị liên 
lạc với tôi theo địa chỉ trên.   
 
Thông tin về dự án 
Tên tôi là Annabelle Wilkins. Tôi đang học thạc sỹ tại Khoa Địa lý, Trường Queen 
Mary thuộc Đại học London. Dự án này tập trung vào đối tượng khảo sát là các 
thành viên thuộc cộng đồng người Việt sống và làm việc tại Hackney và Tower 
Hamlets. Mục đích của dự án là tìm hiểu sâu thêm về vấn đề việc làm và nhà ở của 
cộng đồng người Việt tại East End, London.  
 
Nếu quyết định tham gia, quý vị sẽ trả lời một cuộc phỏng vấn được ghi âm lại bằng 
máy ghi âm kỹ thuật số. Cuộc phỏng vấn sẽ kéo dài khoảng 1,5 giờ và có thể được 
thực hiện tại nhà, nơi làm việc, tại một địa điểm tổ chức cộng đồng hoặc nơi khác 
theo lựa chọn của quý vị. Nếu quý vị đồng ý, tôi xin được tiến hành một cuộc phỏng 
vấn nữa với quý vị trong vòng 4 tuần kể từ cuộc phỏng vấn đầu, thời gian và địa 
điểm phỏng vấn do quý vị lựa chọn. 
 
!
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Trong các cuộc phỏng vấn, quý vị sẽ được hỏi về những trải nghiệm trong việc 
nhập cư vào East End, London và những nơi khác quý vị từng sống. Chúng ta sẽ nói 
về cách quý vị trang trí nhà, cách sử dụng các phòng và các hoạt động mà quý vị 
thường làm trong ngôi nhà của mình. Các cuộc phỏng vấn cũng sẽ yêu cầu quý vị 
kể về việc làm hiện tại của mình và những công việc quý vị đã từng làm trước đây ở 
London và các nơi khác, kể cả công việc nhà (ví dụ như chăm sóc người thân trong 
gia đình) và làm việc bên ngoài.  
 
Trong thời gian phỏng vấn, quý vị sẽ được đề nghị lựa chọn và cho tôi xem hoặc 
mô tả cho tôi một số đồ vật, ảnh hoặc các các tài sản khác trong ngôi nhà của mình. 
Chúng ta sẽ nói về nguồn gốc của món tài sản đó, lý do tại sao quý vị vẫn giữ 
chúng, chúng đã được dùng trong những hoạt động nào và hoặc tại sao chúng Quân 
trọng với quý vị. Quý vị có thể thoải mái nói chuyện về bất cứ món đồ gia dụng hay 
cá nhân hoặc bức ảnh nào. 
 
Tôi hy vọng quý vị sẽ vũi khi tham gia phỏng vấn, vì điều đó tạo cho quý vị cơ hội 
chia sẻ những trải nghiệm của mình về việc di trú, sống và làm việc tại East End, 
London. Những câu phỏng vấn sẽ mang tính linh hoạt và cho phép quý vị có thể trò 
chuyện về các chủ đề, ký ức và trải nghiệm Quân trọng đối với quý vị. Có thể quý 
vị sẽ cảm thấy khó khăn hoặc buồn khi kể về một ký ức, sự kiện hay trải nghiệm 
nào đó, vì thế quý vị không nhất thiết phải trả lời tất cả các câu hỏi hay chia sẻ mọi 
điều. 
 
Chụp ảnh 
Quý vị sẽ được hỏi ý kiến xem có muốn cho người khác xem những tấm ảnh về nội 
thất và (hoặc) ngoại thất và các đồ vật trong nhà của quý vị hay không. Nếu đồng ý, 
quý vị có thể lựa chọn những vị trí trong nhà để chụp ảnh và tự chụp hoặc để tôi 
chụp. Với sự cho phép của quý vị, các bức ảnh có thể sẽ được sử dụng để đăng trên 
thông tin đại chúng hoặc được lưu giữ tại Bảo tàng Geffrye. Quý vị có thể yêu cầu 
được cung cấp các tấm ảnh. Quý vị không có nghĩa vụ phải cho tôi chụp ảnh, và 
việc không cho phép chụp ảnh sẽ không ản hưởng đến phần tham gia còn lại 
của quý vị trong dự án này. 
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Sau khi phỏng vấn 
Tại cuối mỗi buổi phỏng vấn, quý vị sẽ có cơ hội có ý kiến phản hồi về việc phỏng 
vấn. Nếu quý vị có yêu cầu, tôi sẽ gửi bản ghi âm, ảnh và bản bút ký nội dung cuộc 
phỏng vấn qua đường bưu điện cho quý vị trong thời gian sớm nhất có thể. 
 
Lưu giữ thông tin  
Cuộc khảo sát này được lập ra với sự hợp tác của trường Queen Mary thuộc Đại học 
London và Bảo tàng Nhà ở Geffrye. Dự án này nhằm mục đích tạo ra một kho lưu 
trữ mới các lời kể, hình ảnh và đồ vật phản ánh những trải nghiệm về nhà ở, công 
việc và sự di cư trong cộng đồng Việt Nam tại East End, London. 
 
Chúng tôi rất mong có được sự đóng góp của quý vị (bản ghi âm, hình ảnh, bản ghi) 
để đưa vào kho lưu trữ về nhà ở của Bảo tàng Geffrye. Nó sẽ được bảo tồn cho các 
thế hệ tương lai để sử dụng cho nhiều mục đích, ví dụ như giúp cho mọi người hiểu 
về nhà ở thông qua các chương trình giáo dục của bảo tàng, đưa vào các triển lãm 
về cuộc sống và nhiều loại hình nghiên cứu khác.  
 
Cảm ơn quý vị đã cân nhắc tham gia nghiên cứu này. Việc tham gia hay không 
hoàn toàn do quý vị quyết định. Nếu quyết định tham gia, quý vị sẽ được cung 
cấp tờ thông tin này để lưu giữ và được yêu cầu ký một giấy chấp thuận. 
 
Nghiên cứu này đã được Hội đồng Đạo đức trong nghiên cứu của Trường Queen 
Mary chấp thuận. Nếu có bất kỳ câu hỏi hoặc lo ngại về cách thức tiến hành nghiên 
cứu, xin vũi lòng liên lạc ngay với các nhà nghiên cứu chịu trách nhiệm đối với 
nghiên cứu này. Nếu thấy chưa phù hợp hoặc thỏa đáng, xin vũi lòng liên hệ với 
Thư ký của Hội đồng Đạo đức trong Nghiên cứu của Trường Queen Mary theo địa 
chỉ: Secretary, Queen Mary Ethics of Research Committee, Room W117, Queen’s 
Building, Mile End Campus, Mile End Road, London hoặc gửi email vào hộp thư 
research-ethics@qmul.ac.uk 
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Nhà ở, việc làm và di trú tại East End, London kể từ năm 1945 
 
Xin vũi lòng hoàn thành mẫu này sau khi Quý vị đã đọc Biểu thông tin và nghe 
trình bày về cuộc nghiên cứu. 
Nghiên cứu này đã được chấp thuận qua Đánh giá về Đạo đức của Hội đồng Đạo 
đức trong Nghiên cứu của Trường Queen Mary (QMREC) và Khoa Địa lý thuộc 
Trường Queen Mary, Đại học London. Số tham chiếu: QMREC2013/24 
 
Tôi, ……………………………………………., đồng ý rằng tôi   
 
• đã đọc và nhận một Biểu thông tin và (hoặc) đã được nghe giải thích về dự 
án; 
 
• hiểu rõ về nội dung dự án và đã được tạo cơ hội để hỏi về nội dung đó ; 
 
• hài lòng với các câu trả lời cho câu hỏi mà tôi đã đưa ra, hoặc đã được thông 
tin về người cần liên lạc để nhận các câu trả lời cho các câu hỏi của tôi về 
cuộc nghiên cứu; 
 
• hiểu rằng tôi có thể yêu cầu được cung cấp một (các) bản sao ghi âm, bản 
ghi và ảnh chụp của cuộc phỏng vấn; 
 
• hiểu rõ các quyền của mình trong vai trò là một người tham gia và biết 
người cần liên lạc nếu bị thương tích liên Quân đến việc nghiên cứu; 
 
• hiểu rằng việc tham gia của tôi là hoàn toàn tự nguyện và tôi có thể rút khỏi 
cuộc nghiên cứu vào bất kỳ thời điểm nào mà không cần đưa ra lý do.  
 
 
!
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Tôi hiểu rằng 
• các thông tin cá nhân của tôi (địa chỉ, số điện thoại) sẽ được bảo mật và 
không được tiết lộ cho bất kỳ ai ngoài dự án; 
• Các cuộc phỏng vấn của tôi sẽ được ghi âm, và tôi nhận thức được cũng như 
hiểu rõ việc sử dụng các bản ghi âm như nêu trong văn bản này; 
 
• Các câu nói của tôi có thể được trích dẫn để sử dụng trong các xuất bản 
phẩm, báo cáo, trang web và các tài liệu nghiên cứu khác (ví dụ như tài liệu 
hội thảo, tạp chí khoa học, nguồn học liệu, triển lãm). 
 
Vũi lòng chọn một trong hai phương án sau: 
 
□ Tôi muốn sử dụng tên thật của mình trong các tài liệu nói trên. 
 
□ Tôi KHÔNG muốn sử dụng tên thật của mình trong các tài liệu nói trên. 
 
Vũi lòng chọn một trong hai phương án sau: 
□ Tôi muốn các bức ảnh chụp ngôi nhà và (hoặc) đồ vật của tôi được sử dụng trong 
các tài liệu nói trên. 
 
□ Tôi KHÔNG muốn các bức ảnh chụp ngôi nhà và (hoặc) đồ vật của tôi được sử 
dụng trong các tài liệu nói trên. 
 
Vũi lòng chọn “CÓ” hoặc “KHÔNG” trong các phương án sau đây: 
 
• Tôi hiểu rằng khảo sát này được thực hiện với sự hợp tác của Bảo tàng Nhà 
ở Geffrye và thông tin mà tôi cung cấp (bản ghi âm, bản bút ký, ảnh cuộc 
phỏng vấn) có thể được lưu giữ tại Bảo tàng Geffrye  
(CÓ  □         KHÔNG   □) 
 
• Tôi hiểu rằng thông tin mà tôi cung cấp có thể được sử dụng cho các triển 
lãm trưng bày thông tin, các hoạt động học tập và các nguồn thông tin tại 
Bảo tàng Nhà ở Geffrye    (CÓ   □       KHÔNG   □)  
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• Tôi đồng ý trao bản quyền của mình đối với mọi tư liệu liên Quân đến dự án 
này cho Người thực hiện khảo sát của Dự án là cô Annabelle Wilkins (CÓ  
□      KHÔNG   □) 
• Tôi hiểu rằng các nhà nghiên cứu khác chỉ được phép tiếp cận các thông tin 
này nếu họ chấp nhận bảo mật thông tin theo yêu cầu nêu trongvăn bản này 
(CÓ  □        KHÔNG   □) 
 
• Tôi hiểu rằng các nhà nghiên cứu khác có thể sử dụng các câu nói của tôi 
trong các xuất bản phẩm, báo cáo và nghiên cứu khác nếu họ chấp nhận bảo 
mật thông tin theo yêu cầu nêu trong văn bản này (CÓ  □         KHÔNG   □) 
 
Tôi hiểu rằng tôi có thể tùy ý ngừng tham gia cuộc nghiên cứu mà không bị 
phạt. Tôi đồng ý cho sử dụng các thông tin cá nhân của mình cho các mục đích 
của nghiên cứu khảo sát này với điều kiện các thông tin đó không được sử 
dụng cho bất kỳ mục đích nào khác. Tôi hiểu rằng các thông tin đó sẽ được bảo 
mật nghiêm ngặt và được giữ gìn theo các quy định trong Luật Bảo vệ Dữ liệu 
1998.  
Ký tên…………………………………………………………………..                                                                                              
Ngày tháng……………………………………………….. 
 
Tuyên bố của người thực hiện nghiên cứu: Tôi,…………………, khẳng định 
rằng tôi đã trình bày rõ mục đích của dự án và các rủi ro cũng như lợi ích có thể dự 
kiến được một cách hợp lý (nếu có thể áp dụng) cho người tham gia. 
Ký tên………………………………………………………………………  
  
Ngày tháng……………………………………………………. 
